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Experimental dates 


by Niyurika 


Summary 


As the result of an impulsive action, Tsuji and Inukai had started dating. While Tsuji had 
zero idea of what to do in a relationship, Inukai wasn't doing too well at being sincere. 
Together, hopefully they would reach a satisfying conclusion some day. 


Notes 


This is the continuation of my previous oneshot: Simply a thank-you gesture 


Call my name 


Chapter Notes 


See the end of the chapter for notes 


“Because we’re dating, let’s call each other by first name.” 


Tsuji lifted his head from the battle log and looked at the person who had just stated his 
suggestion. Inukai smiled back at him cheerfully. 


They had started dating a few days ago, as a result of Inukai’s impulsive action: kissing Tsuji as a 
thank-you whenever he saved him in a battle. Actually, it wasn’t a real relationship, but only an 
experiment to find out if Inukai was serious about his kisses or not. Tsuji honestly didn’t see the 
point of this trial date, but he was somewhat responsible for putting this ridiculous idea into 
Inukai’s head, so he had agreed. 


A few days passed without anything changing in their life, and right when Tsuji was about to put 
the matter behind his back, Inukai suddenly came up with a new idea. 


“Why?” Tsuji asked, turning off the tab and putting it on the table so he could focus on his 
teammate across the table. 


“T just told you, didn’t I?” Inukai tilted his head to the side playfully, “Because we’re dating.” 
“We're experimentally dating.” Tsuji corrected. 


“Don’t sweat small details.” Inukai waved his hand dismissively. “So what do you say?” he 
prompted. 


Scratching his chin, Tsuji hummed quietly. “I don’t see the point of it, to be honest.” he said. 


“The point of dating is to get closer to each other,” Inukai explained patiently, gesturing at both of 
them, “Using each other’s first name is the basis.” 


“T see,” Tsuji gave an understanding nod. 
“Tl take that as a yes,” Inukai smiled triumphantly, “Shinnosuke.” 


Taken aback, Tsuji didn’t realize he’d leaned on the backrest of his chair to widen their distance 
until Inukai sent him a surprised look. 


“What’s wrong?” Inukai asked, seeming more curious than concerned. 


“Nothing,” Tsuji shook his head, sitting straight back. It was the first time someone aside from his 
family called his first name, but he never expected to be startled like that. It was just a way to refer 
to someone, wasn’t it? 


“Did it sound too serious?” Inukai crossed his arms, eyebrows wrinkled, “How about Shinnosuke- 
chan?” he suggested jokingly. Tsuji shook his head instantly. “Shin-chan then?” Inukai refused to 
give up. 


Tsuji gave another firm headshake, earning a whiny sound from his senpai. “I prefer sticking to our 
last names.” he said, “I’m more used to it.” 


“No no, your evasive attitude convinced me even more that we should start using our first names.” 
Inukai insisted, leaning towards the younger teammate, “Shin-chan, try calling me by my first 
name.” 


“Don’t be like that, Inukai-senpai.” Tsuji sighed, putting a hand on his forehead. 
“Come on, just try it.” Inukai encouraged. “Do you remember my name?” 

“Of course I do.” 

“Then try.” 


It dragged out for a while before Tsuji knew he wouldn’t get away without complying. “Okay, Pll 
try.” he conceded with a long sigh, trying not to notice Inukai’s victorious smile. Calling a name 
shouldn’t be as significant as Inukai was making it out to be. 


Taking in a deep breath, Tsuji looked directly at his older teammate, who was staring at him 
expectantly. “S-Sumi-” Strangely, words stuck in his throat as his heartbeat rose rapidly. He could 
even feel his cheeks heating up in a foreign nervousness. “...haru...” he trailed off, voice barely 
audible. 


“T can’t hear you, Shin-chan.” Inukai sent Tsuji a smile, clearly enjoying his struggle. 


For the first time ever, Tsuji couldn’t convince himself to like that smile. “Give me a second.” he 
stalled, which Inukai didn’t oppose. Why was this harder than he had thought? He was well aware 
that he barely called his friends by their first names, but he should’ ve heard Inukai’s name from 
someone- wait, he hadn’t. 


“Tnukai-senpai-” 
“Wrong, it’s Sumiharu.” Inukai interrupted, waving his finger. 


“No, I have a question.” Tsuji continued. Inukai looked surprised but gestured for him to go on. 
“We’ve been hanging out together for a while; why haven’t I heard anyone calling you by your 
first name?” 


A few seconds of silence passed; then Inukai sent Tsuji a clueless smile. “Because no one did?” he 
said, probably not understanding the question. 


“TJ mean... not even your classmates or friends-” Only then, Tsuji realized the true nature of his 
question. He hastily added, “No, I don’t mean-” 


Before Tsuji could clarify, Inukai started laughing. “I got what you meant.” he said in the middle of 
his laughter. It took Inukai a while to calm down while Tsuji kept staring at him in puzzlement. 
“The reason why no one calls me by my first name is that I’ve never done so to anyone either.” 


Tsuji blinked. “Huh?” he blurted out unintelligibly. 
“Ts it a surprise to you?” Inukai looked amused. 
“Tt is,” Tsuji confirmed. 


“Do you want to know why?” Inukai leaned forward a little, propping his chin with a hand, a 
mysterious smile on his lips. 


Tsuji swallowed before giving a reluctant nod. Despite the time they’ ve spent around each other 


either as teammates or schoolmates, personal matters were all left out of their conversations. Inukai 
never openly talked about himself while Tsuji wasn’t the curious type so it was almost safe to say 
that aside from their skills in battle and daily habits, they knew nothing about each other. 


“T’ll tell you...” Inukai paused, gazing at Tsuji as if waiting for his reaction, “... after you call me 
by my first name.” 


Staring at Inukai’s signature smile, Tsuji used a few seconds to process what his senpai had just 
said before sending him a narrow look. “I don’t want to know anymore,” he said dryly, picking up 
the tab on the table. 


“Oh come on! Don’t give up like that, Shin-chan.” Inukai whined, reaching over to yank the tab 
from Tsuji’s grasp. 


Sighing, Tsuji gave his older teammate an exasperated look. “Tell me the reason first then.” he 
bargained. 


“Then you will call me by my first name?” Inukai confirmed. Tsuji rolled his eyes. “Okay, so...” 
Inukai cleared his throat, putting on air. “The reason why I’ve never called anyone by their first 
name, aside from you — Shin-chan, is that...” he grinned, “I’m not close to them.” 


Wow... that was anticlimactic. Tsuji swallowed the comment. “That’s it?” 
“That’s it.” Inukai affirmed. “Were you waiting for some emotional story?” he teased. 
“No, I wasn’t.” Tsuji lied. He should’ ve known better. 


Inukai probably saw through him, but accepted the answer nevertheless because his main objective 
was achieved. “I’m done. Now is Shin-chan’s turn to call my name.” Inukai whistled joyfully. 


Tsuji only had his own carelessness to blame for falling right into Inukai’s trap. Well, it wasn’t like 
he had any hope to win against his senpai in a word war anyway. He had better get this name 
calling matter over with if he wanted to have anything else done today. “Okay,” he sighed again, 
secretly wanting to pull on Inukai’s cheek to erase his current grin, “Sumiharu-senpai.” Unlike the 
first time, words rolled out from his tongue smoothly, surprising even Tsuji himself. 


Inukai’s head perked up instantly, eyes shining like a puppy getting praised. “Again, Shin-chan.” 
he asked, his grin becoming almost irresistible. Almost. 


“T’ve fulfilled my part of our deal.” Tsuji crossed his arms. 


“Don’t be stingy like that,” Inukai whined, reaching towards Tsuji to grab his arms, which put him 
half lying on the table, “My name sounds hundreds times better in your voice.” 


“You're just saying things to get your way.” Tsuji averted his eyes to the side, avoiding his 
senpai’s begging look. 


“No, just try it again, you will understand.” Inukai insisted, “Don’t you like hearing your name 
called by people close to you, Shin-chan?” 


“Not really,” Tsuji said awkwardly. Hearing his name from people outside of his family was still a 
brand new experience and he couldn’t tell if he liked it or not. However, there was one thing he 
was certain of. “But I never hate it when Inukai-senpai calls me, either by my first or last name.” 


A surprised sound pulled Tsuji’s eyes back right in time to see pink dusting Inukai’s cheeks. Their 


eyes met for a brief moment before Inukai hastily retreated to his seat and shielded his face from 
view with a hand. 


“Tnukai-senpai?” Tsuji tilted his head to the side questioningly. 


“N-Nothing,” Inukai stuttered, trying to add a few unnatural laughs to cover for his weird reaction, 
“T’m just surprised. That’s all.” 


“Why?” Tsuji lifted an eyebrow, “I only stated the truth.” 


Inukai put down his hand and gave the younger teammate an exasperated smile. “So you’re smooth 
by nature, aren’t you?” he mumbled, earning another clueless look from Tsuji. “I also like the way 
you call me,” Inukai rested his chin on a palm, smiling gently, “Shinnosuke.” 


Jolting backwards a little, Tsuji instinctively placed a hand on his chest where his heart had just 
skipped a beat. What was it? 


That didn’t escape Inukai’s eyes. “Oh I see,” Inukai said with his usual sly smile, “Shin-chan is no 
good. Shinnosuke it is.” 


“T don’t think I like your current expression, Inukai-senpai.” Tsuji said defensively. 


“Tt’s Sumiharu for you, Shinnosuke.” Inukai corrected, earning a pointed look from his 
experimental lover. 


Chapter End Notes 
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“Solo match. First to five, wins. Begin.” 


Gun in hand, Inukai looked at his opponent across the street: Tsuji already had his hand on the 
Kogetsu’s handle. 


It had been forever since their last sparring; Inukai didn’t know what to expect of the outcome. 
Who would’ ve thought they would come to this just by planning their first date? 


About thirty minutes earlier, in Ninomiya squad’s operational room... 


“We don’t have defense duty on Sunday. Let’s have our first date, Tsuji-chan.” Inukai proposed 
the idea as he was leaning on the table, lazily observing his younger teammate who was diligently 
reviewing the battle log for the next week's rank war. 


It took Tsuji a few seconds to realize Inukai was talking to him. He paused the video, lowering the 
tab, and then looked at Inukai. “I’m sorry. What were you saying?” he asked. 


“Let’s have our first date this Sunday.” Inukai repeated, sending Tsuji a bright smile. 


Tsuji closed his eyes, eyebrows furrowed slightly, probably checking his own schedule. “Sure,” he 
finally said with a nod, “I’m free on Sunday.” 


Wow, that was easier than Inukai had expected. He thought he would have to go through a long 
explanation to why a date was necessary. “Because it’s our first date, let’s make it memorable.” 
Inukai said excitedly, adjusting his sitting posture so he would look more proper while discussing 
important matters. 


“This isn’t exactly the first, is it?” Tsuji held his chin, “We watched a movie together once before.’ 


Tsuji’s tendency to straighten everything was convenient in combat planning, but sometimes, it 
could be a bit frustrating. “It’s the first date since we became a couple,” Inukai corrected. 


“T see,” Tsuji agreed. “So how do we make a date memorable?” he asked. 
“Let’s start by choosing the location that you want to go to the most.” Inukai suggested. 
Tsuji blinked, “Why?” 


Inukai grinned. “So that every time you think of that place, you will definitely remember our date.” 
he explained. However, Tsuji still gave him a blank look as if not getting his idea. “Did I say 


something wrong?” Inukai asked defensively. 


Tsuji shook his head. “No, your logic is sound, Inukai-senpai.” he clarified, “However, I still don’t 
understand why we choose my favorite location and not yours. Isn’t the purpose making the date 
memorable for both of us?” 


Before Inukai realized, he’d already let loose a laugh. Tsuji’s considerate nature never failed him. 
“T always love this about you, Shin-chan.” he teased. Although their first name calling plan was 
scratched, Inukai still used Tsuji’s nickname whenever he felt like it, especially when teasing was 
involved. He didn’t use ‘Shinnosuke’ carelessly though, because Tsuji’s jumpy reaction to it was 
too precious to waste. “It’Il be memorable to me as long as Shin-chan enjoys the date to the 
fullest.” he said, sending the black-haired teammate a wink. 


Tsuji’s eyes widened for a brief moment before he averted his gaze to the table. “Is it how dating 
works?” he asked sheepishly, scratching the side of his neck. 


“Totally is.” Inukai grinned widely. 


“Then let’s choose where you like the most, Inukai-senpai.” Tsuji lifted his head, meeting Inukai’s 
eyes with his determined eyes. 


“Huh?” Inukai blurted out confusedly. “Didn’t you hear what I just said?” he asked, tilting his head 
to the side. 


“Yes. That’s why I’ve come to this conclusion.” Tsuji said confidently. 


Inukai thought he understood Tsuji but it seemed he still had a long way to go. “How did you arrive 
at the exact opposite of my idea after listening to my reasoning?” he asked exasperatedly. 


Tsuji seemed surprised that Inukai didn’t get his thinking process. “Based on what you just said, 
Inukai-senpai cares more about me than the location of our date. On the other hand, I’m not 
confident that I’d pay enough attention to senpai if we go to a place I like.” Tsuji explained fluently 
like it was obvious, “So if we choose your preference, you can enjoy the date as a whole and I can 
also focus on you.” 


Stupefied, Inukai kept staring at Tsuji without knowing what to respond. Tsuji’s reasoning was 
logical, despite some weird sounding parts. It was baffling that he even caught on the fact that 
Inukai prioritized his enjoyment over the date itself. But that was the point, wasn’t it? This 
relationship only began because Tsuji went along with Inukai’s nonsensical idea; so as a 
compensation for his inappropriate joke, Inukai wanted to make sure that his teammate would have 
all the fun while it lasted. 


“TInukai-senpai?” Tsuji called reluctantly, “Is something the problem?” 


Pulled out of his train of thoughts, Inukai needed a few seconds to put on a smile. “You’re too 
serious about this. It scared me a little.” he laughed, “Come on, Shin-chan, let’s just focus on 
having fun.” Inukai leaned on the backrest of the chair, crossing his arms behind his head, “I meant 
it when I said that I'll have fun as long as you do, so... let’s go to the dinosaur museum next town? 
I heard they’ ve added a new section.” 


The last card was played. Now Inukai could only hope that Tsuji would take the bait. He’d come 
across a flyer about this museum in their operation room a few days ago, probably belonging to 
Tsuji. If Tsuji kept the flyer, he had to be interested, right? 


As expected, Tsuji’s eyes lit up at the mention of dinosaurs. Inukai averted his eyes to the side so 


he wouldn’t accidentally blurt out a compliment on his teammate’s cuteness. 


“You also know about that museum, Inukai-senpai?” Tsuji asked excitedly, “I can’t wait to see 
their new section. Could it be that they’ ve excavated new fossils?...” 


As Tsuji went off on a tangent about dinosaurs, Inukai rested his chin on a palm, observing his 
teammate quietly. Tsuji wasn’t exactly the silent type but he only talked when it mattered. Most of 
his speeches were concise also. Therefore, being on the listening side in a conversation with Tsuji 
was rare, and Inukai found it refreshing. 


It took Tsuji almost ten minutes to realize he’d gone way off topic. “Sorry, I got distracted,” he 
cleared his throat awkwardly. His cheeks were slightly flushed from the prior excitement and 
embarrassment. 


“Don’t worry,” Inukai grinned teasingly, “I can never have enough of Shin-chan’s speeches about 
dinosaurs.” Earning a frown from Tsuji, he smiled back even more brightly. “So we have the 
answer to where our first date should be, don’t we?” he prompted. 


Tsuji crossed his arms, eyebrows furrowed. Then after a few moments of consideration, he nodded. 
“Yes, ’'m certain of my choice now.” he said firmly. 


“Let’s say it together.” Inukai clapped his hands, “Three, two, one... The dinosaur museum!” 
“The airplane exhibition.” 

Huh? 

They halted and stared at each other. 


Why didn’t their answers sound even remotely similar? Inukai thought confusedly. Where did their 
thoughts stray from each other’s? With Tsuji’s excitement about the museum, he should be dying 
to visit it, shouldn’t he? Why did he say something else? And what did he say? Inukai was too 
certain of his own answer to listen to his teammate properly. 


“Tsuji-chan,” Inukai started. 

“Tnukai-senpai,” Tsuji said at the same time. 

“What was your answer again?” they asked in unison. 

“You can go first, Tsuji-chan.” Inukai quickly said before their talks might overlap again. 


“T saw your search history on the computer yesterday,” Tsuji glanced at the Operator room, where 
Hiyami’s desk rested, “It seems that there will be an airplane exhibition this weekend, so I think 
you may want to go there.” 


Inukai jumped where he sat then calmed down right away when he remembered that he hadn’t 
searched for anything weird. Still, he really should remember to delete the history next time. 
“There haven’t been many exhibitions in Mikado city recently so I was just curious.” he said. Tsuji 
gave him a look saying he didn’t buy a single word. “Okay, I might be a bit interested.” Inukai 
corrected unwillingly, “That’s beside the matter anyway. I thought you’re dying to visit the 
dinosaur museum?” 


“Yes, Lam.” Tsuji admitted. 


“Then why-” 


“And that’s exactly why we can’t go there on our first date.” Tsuji interrupted, giving Inukai an 
unwavering look, “I will be too absorbed to pay attention to anything else. I don’t want Inukai- 
senpai to feel neglected-” 


“Tt’s perfectly fine,” Inukai cut in, “As long as you enjoy-” 


“No, it isn’t.” Tsuji shook his head stubbornly, “You are better than me at managing your interest, 
so let’s go to the airplane exhibition.” 


“No, I could be absorbed too.” Inukai argued, folding his hands on the table, “I can’t afford to 
ignore you on your very first date. Let’s go to the dinosaur museum!” 


“No!” 
“No!” 


Their argument soon heated up, bringing both parties standing up with hands propping on the table, 
body leaning forwards and eyes almost glaring at each other. Only then, they broke the fight and 
turned around to regain their composure. 


Even in his wildest dream, Inukai wouldn’t expect to hit a wall like this. Tsuji was never against 
his idea this strongly. Yes, they had had disagreements in the past but they had always found a way 
to work around that without butting heads to such extremes. Yet, this time, Tsuji hung on to his 
idea tightly and refused to back down even for a second. 


But... wasn’t he also like that? 
“Tnukai-senpai.” 


As soon as realization dawned on Inukai, Tsuji called him. Letting out a sigh, Inukai turned back to 
face his younger teammate. “Sorry for losing my cool.” Inukai said with an apologetic smile, 
scratching the back of his head. 


“T’m sorry too.” Tsuji bowed slightly. 
“So...” Inukai tested the water. 
“T’m not changing my mind,” Tsuji crossed his arms. 


“As expected,” Inukai gave the black-haired teammate a wry smile. “I’m afraid that I can’t give in 
either.” He shrugged, shoving his hands in the pants pocket. “I suppose we can’t just agree to 
disagree because it’s our date. Therefore...” 


“In my family,” Tsuji continued for Inukai as if reading his mind, “whenever we can’t reach an 
agreement,” he paused for a second, looking straight at Inukai, who smiled back understandingly, 
“we fight it out.” 


“We talk it out.” 
Huh? 
Inukai lifted an eyebrow. “What?” he blurted out, “Did you just say fight?” 


Tsuji stared at him, equally surprised by the difference in their ideas once again. “And you said 


talk?” he confirmed, which received a reluctant nod from Inukai. “How does it work, Inukai- 
senpai?” Tsuji asked, totally puzzled, “We just argued and failed to reach an agreement; how come 
talking about it changes anything?” 


“Well...” Inukai scratched his cheek. Now that he thought about it, his family’s teaching wouldn’t 
be suitable here. “Never mind my idea, yours is better.” he said, waving his hand dismissively, “I 
didn’t expect Tsuji-chan to say that though. You sounded like Kage for a moment.” 


“T have two brothers.” Tsuji explained, “That’s how we settle our arguments.” 


“T see,” Inukai acknowledged, placing a hand on his hips, smiling amusedly, “How long has it been 
since we last sparred?” 


Tsuji didn’t answer, simply making his way towards the Operator room. 


Eight matches passed in no time and their score tied at 4-4. 


Inukai thought he’d known everything about Tsuji through countless battles they fought side by 
side, yet fighting against each other like this revealed so many different aspects about Tsuji that 
he’d never seen. He’d been so used to having Tsuji watching his back in a battle that he forgot that 
such sharp observations and quick reactions were scary to face. 


Tsuji also left himself wide open in the first few matches, probably because he was also used to 
relying on Inukai’s cover fire. However, he was so quick to adapt that Inukai’s tricks were all 
rendered useless after their first usage. 


And the final match finally arrived. Map: Cityscape A. Location: Street market. 


Inukai groaned upon transportation completion. His luck ran out, he guessed. A street market was 
littered with stalls and small houses, which provided excellent cover for Tsuji against his bullets. If 
only he had Meteor equipped to raze the whole area... 


“Three 
Two 
One 
Begin.” 


As soon as the system voice ended, Inukai materialized his gun and fired at Tsuji, who quickly 
dove into a nearby house to evade. A Whirlwind flashed soon after, close to the ground, clearly 
aiming for the legs. Inukai jumped up a few meters, successfully dodging, and sent Hound towards 
that store. It wouldn’t score a hit but surely prevented Tsuji from unleashing another Whirlwind 
while he was still in the air. 


They traded shots for a while, flattening quite a few houses and destroying a number of stalls, 
leaving the market full of debris. Inukai only suffered a few scratches while his bullets barely 
grazed Tsuji. However, with the battlefield opened up, Inukai now had more options on his hand. 


Tsuji was no longer reserved with his movements as there were lesser houses to take cover in. He 
started to approach Inukai more aggressively, shielding the bullets instead of dodging and flashing 
a Whirlwind at every available chance to drop obstacles on Inukai’s bullet paths. 


Inukai tried his best to stay out of Tsuji’s Whirlwind’s range, but then a wrong timing evasion 
instantly cost him a leg. Blurting out a curse, Inukai made a staggering jump backwards, and rained 
bullets at Tsuji, hoping to hinder his advance. 


Without hesitation, Tsuji pushed forward with his shield. The closer their distance was, the more 
cracks riddled the shield surface. As soon as his shield shattered, Tsuji ducked down, closely 
evading a series of desperate shots, hand gripping his Kogetsu tightly. 


A Whirlwind flashed a second later, slicing Inukai into half, erasing all hopes of dodging or 
blocking. Tsuji probably had learnt from the last match where Inukai had blocked his slash in the 
last second with Scorpion and blasted him off at point black range. 


“That’s so heartless, Tsuji-chan.” Inukai commented with an annoyed grin as cracks ran down his 
face. 


“Pm sor-”’ 


Hound flew out from the debris, hitting Tsuji from both sides, interrupting his speech. Inukai was 
glad he chose to plant the bullets instead of popping a Scorpion to block. That vicious Whirlwind... 


“Did you hope to catch me with this?” 

Dust settled, revealing a shield on either side of Tsuji. Not a scratch was made from the last trap. 
Inukai gave an impressed smile, “No.” 

“TInukai down!” The system announced as Inukai bailed out. 


And bullets coldly pierced Tsuji from behind his back. 


“Tsuji down!” 


Tsuji was dropped on the bailout mattress a few seconds later. Inukai greeted him with a cheerful 
smile from the other corner, on his own mattress. 


“Tt seems that I caught you after all.” Inukai said, grinning triumphantly, pointing at his younger 
teammate. 


Tsuji slowly sat up, scratching his head. “Those bullets that I dodged at the end were Hound,” he 
recalled calmly, “I should’ ve known.” 


“If you knew, it would be my loss already.” Inukai stood up, walking to the Operator room. 
“We’re tied again. Should we do another match?” he prompted. 


After a moment of silence, Tsuji answered: “No, let’s stop.” 


Inukai turned around to look at his teammate, who was still sitting on the black mattress. “Tired?” 
he asked jokingly. 


“No, but I prefer fighting by your side to against you.” Tsuji admitted truthfully. 


Inukai lifted his eyebrows amusedly, “Oh, I was thinking the same thing.” He put his hands on his 
hips, sighing dramatically, “Without Tsuji-chan by my side, my mind can’t be at ease at all. I think 
my performance dropped several levels in those matches.” 


“No, Inukai-senpai was full of openings as usual.” Tsuji said nonchalantly, earning a pointed look 
from the older teammate. “I’m joking,” he smiled wryly when Inukai pouted. 


“So what do we do now?” Inukai shoved his hands into the pants pockets, leaning on the wall of 
the bailout room, “We still haven’t reached an agreement.” 


Tsuji smiled gently. “Isn’t it obvious?” he said, tilting his head to the side, “We go to both 
locations on our date.” 


Now this was what Inukai didn’t expect. “We’re talking about two locations that are towns apart,” 
he reminded Tsuji, “Are you sure?” 


“If we start our date at seven a.m., we will have plenty of time to visit both.” Tsuji shrugged as if it 
was the most obvious thing in the world. 


“Wow wow, slow down, Shin-chan.” Inukai exclaimed, “You want to use the whole Sunday for 
our date?” 


Tsuji seemed surprised. “Don’t you?” he asked, clearly puzzled. 


“No, I mean...” Inukai scratched his cheek awkwardly. It wasn’t like he didn’t want to spend the 
whole day with Tsuji, but he wasn’t sure how much his younger teammate could put up with this 
experimental dating stuff. Overstepping any boundary and straining their current relationship would 
be the last thing Inukai wanted to happen. However... it seemed that Tsuji was totally fine with the 
idea so... it was okay to go with the flow, wasn’t it? “Never mind,” he finally said, waving his 
hand vaguely, “Let’s go with your idea.” 


Tsuji’s eyes lit up again at the thoughts of visiting the dinosaur museum, and Inukai surely couldn’t 
deny that he was also looking forward to the airplane exhibition. But aside from that, having 
someone to go with was probably thousands times better than going alone. 


TInukai chuckled. Now he really couldn’t wait for this Sunday. 


“That reminds me, Inukai-senpai.” Tsuji suddenly called, pulling Inukai off his train of thoughts. 
“You still haven’t told me how your family’s way of settling an argument works.” 


“Huh?” Inukai blurted out unintelligibly. Then it hit him. “Ah, you mean how we can talk things 
out when we’re in disagreement?” 


Tsuji nodded. 


“Well...” Inukai let out a few troubled laughs, “You know I have two sisters, right? If we can’t 
reach an agreement, we just keep quarrelling until my sister cries, and [’ll automatically give in.” 


“Oh, I see.” Tsuji’s eyes widened slightly, probably not expecting that. “Hmm, if Inukai-senpai 
starts crying, I might give in too.” he mumbled. 


“No chance.” Inukai shot him a narrow look. 


“T’m sorry, just a thought.” 


Chapter End Notes 


Thank you for reading <3. 


The fact that Inukai has two sisters while Tsuji has two brothers is always fascinating 
to me. The environment they grew up in would play an important part in their 
behaviors and actions, so I figure they would have very different way of thinking XD. 


The action part killed me qwgq... Although it's just a tiny part, my beta and me had 
many discussion around it before it took shape. I hope it played out alright. 


First date 


Chapter Notes 


Welcome back :>. 


See the end of the chapter for more notes 


Checking his attire the last time in front of the mirror, Tsuji then greeted his parents before leaving 
his house, not forgetting to tell them that he would be out for the whole day. 


Remembering yesterday, when he’d asked for permission, Tsuji couldn’t help feeling guilty. Upon 
hearing he’d have a date, his mother had cheered him on wholeheartedly, while his father had 
given him one of his proudest looks as if Tsuji had achieved his life goal. If they knew this was 
just an experimental date with his Border squadmate... Tsuji didn’t dare to imagine their 
disappointment. 


From his house to the bus station Inukai and he agreed on was about ten minutes of walk. 
However, to make sure he wouldn’t be late on their very first date, Tsuji had woken up at five and 
left his house at six. Better being early than late. 


To Tsuji’s surprise, he wasn’t the first to arrive. From afar, he immediately recognized the dark 
blonde fluffy hair and slender figure of his older teammate. Dressed in his familiar dark colored 
jacket, black shirt and white jeans, Inukai stood at the station with his phone in hand, eyes moving 
slowly as if reading something from the phone screen. 


“Tnukai-senpai.” Tsuji called out, running towards the station. 


Tnukai lifted his head, a smile blooming on his face. “Good morning, Tsuji-chan.” he greeted, 
waving his hand excitedly. 


Stopping beside Inukai, Tsuji took a quick glance at the clock of the station to make sure he didn’t 
get the time wrong. “What time did you get here?” Tsuji asked. It was only ten past six. “Didn’t 
we agree to meet at six thirty?” 


“T just got here five minutes ago.” Inukai said. “Didn’t expect to see you this early though. Are you 
also looking forward to this date?” He tilted his head to the side playfully. 


“Yes, Lam.” Tsuji admitted truthfully. It had been some time since the last time someone had 
accompanied him to the dinosaur museum. His family was supportive of his hobby, but it was 
difficult to match their schedules since he still had Border’s duty, so he just visited it alone most of 
the time. “I’m inexperienced so please look after me, Inukai-senpai.” He bowed respectfully. 


Inukai hastily pulled Tsuji back up. “We’re on a date, not an internship.” he reminded the younger 
teammate, “Of course I'll look after you.” 


“T’ll do my best to take care of Inukai-senpai too.” Tsuji promised with a small smile from which 
Inukai instantly averted his eyes. 


There weren’t many people at the station around this hour on Sunday so they took a seat close to 
each other to wait for the first bus to arrive. While Inukai was chatting about some random topic, 


Tsuji caught on an unfamiliar fragrance. 
“Are you wearing perfume, Inukai-senpai?” he asked. 


Inukai instantly jumped to his feet and started sniffing his clothes. “Is it that noticeable?” he 
questioned, his expression a mixture of annoyed and embarrassed. 


“Tt’s faint but sweet,” Tsuji held his chin, trying to find the correct description, “like a girl’s 
perfume, I think.” 


“Knew it,” Inukai facepalmed, “My sister sprayed me with her perfume this morning when she 
heard my cologne ran out.” He let out a long sigh, mumbling, “So stupid.” 


“T like Inukai-senpai’s usual smell but I don’t think this new scent is bad at all.” Tsuji reassured. 


Inukai’s eyes widened before he looked away, pink dusting his cheeks as he sat down again. 
“Don’t casually say that you like someone’s smell like that.” he whispered, crossing his arms. 


“Huh?” Tsuji lifted an eyebrow confusedly. 
“Never mind.” Inukai brushed it off. 


They stayed in silence for a few minutes then Inukai started summarizing the plan of their date. 
Basically, they would arrive at the museum at around eight thirty and spend two or three hours 
there before grabbing lunch and catching a bus to the exhibition. The rest was simple enough. 


The bus came soon after and they took off. 


Despite what Tsuji had said earlier, the sweet fragrance from Inukai was somewhat distracting. No, 
it didn’t make him think that he was accompanied by a girl, but somehow he couldn’t help being 
over-conscious of Inukai’s presence, especially when the older teammate was practically leaning 
on him the whole bus ride. 


The trip was two hours long so nodding off now and then was entirely normal. Not to mention 
Inukai wasn’t much of an early bird. The fact that he was on time for this date was amazing 
already. Therefore, Tsuji wouldn’t blame Inukai for sleeping; it was just that... the weight of 
Inukai’s head on his shoulder, the warmth of his body, the softness of his hair, and the faint sweet 
scent were too perfect together... 


No. Tsuji shook his head. Better not think about it. 


Taking a deep breath, Tsuji looked out of the window, letting his gaze wander the houses flowing 
past them in a blur. Without anything to focus on, his attention eventually fell back on the 
teammate sleeping on his shoulder. This wasn’t the first time Tsuji saw his senpai napping — Inukai 
often slept in their operational room whenever they had nothing to do. However, at this distance, 
the view was surprisingly different. Were Inukai’s eyelashes always this long? Did his slightly 
parted lips always look this alluring?... 


Wait. What was he doing? When Tsuji realized, his hand was already halfway reaching Inukai’s 
peaceful sleeping face. Retracting his hand instantly, he inhaled deeply, then exhaled, and did that 
several times until weird thoughts stopped popping up inside his head. 


This had to be because of the perfume. Or maybe he had woken up too early for his head to 


function properly. Whatever the reason was, Tsuji hoped he would also nod off for some time. 
Otherwise, it would be difficult not to mind this sleeping person beside him. 


When the destination was close, Tsuji woke his senpai. Inukai was slightly embarrassed for falling 
asleep but refused to sit straight back. “Tsuji-chan’s shoulder is more comfortable.” he said, 
jokingly leaning further in. 


“Tnukai-senpai,” Tsuji sighed, trying to overlook the soft hair brushing against his neck, “We’re 
getting off soon.” 


“T know,” Inukai giggled, “Just for a little bit.” 


The bus stopped a few moments later and they got off. Tsuji secretly let out a sigh of relief when 
they maintained a proper distance again. Inukai wasn’t the kind to ignore others’ personal spaces, 
but sometimes, for the sake of a joke, he might push it to some extent. Tsuji usually could tolerate 
it but today was hardly the same... 


When Tsuji was still pondering on the somewhat troubling bus ride, Inukai already paid for their 
tickets. Fortunately, as soon as they walked past the entrance, all unnecessary thoughts vanished 
from Tsuji’s mind. 


It wasn’t exaggerating to say Tsuji remembered the museum by heart. The last time he had visited 
here was a year ago, by himself, yet every section of the museum was still fresh in his mind and he 
was confident that he wouldn’t miss anything even without checking the map even once. 


“Tsuji-chan.” 
Startled, Tsuji spun around. He almost forgot he had company today. Almost. 


“Just go at your pace.” Inukai reassured, grinning cheerfully, “I'll follow you without fail, don’t 
worry.” 


“T don’t know if I can pay attention to you, Inukai-senpai.” Tsuji said guiltily, frowning. This was 
why he was against coming here for a date. 


“What did I tell you?” Inukai tilted his head to the side, raising an eyebrow, “I’m happy as long as 
you enjoy the date to the fullest. So go on, Shin-chan. This morning is all yours.” He gestured with 
his hand toward the main hall, smiling understandingly. 


Tsuji hesitated for a few seconds then did a firm nod as if steeling his determination. “Let’s go, 
Inukai-senpai.” he said, leading the way. If Inukai said so, he just had to make sure that he would 
leave this place later without any regrets. 


Contrary to what Tsuji had expected, he didn’t forget about his partner while being immersed in 
his own world. Actually, it was Inukai who skillfully prevented that from happening. He followed 
Tsuji around as promised, and occasionally asked about the dinosaurs whose fossils were on 
display. Obviously, Tsuji was more than happy to talk about that. Sometimes, he was so 
enthusiastic that other visitors mistook him for a museum staff tasked with information duty. 


Tsuji had done more research about dinosaurs than studying his whole life, but never actually had a 
chance to talk about it until now. His friends had gone with him to the museum a few times but 
none had been patient enough to listen to his speech. He knew it was hard to find someone sharing 
the same interest so he never expected to have such a day. 


Yet here Inukai was, casually granting his wish. 


There was some doubt in Tsuji’s mind at first, that Inukai only initiated conversations to maintain 
his attention, but it was proven wrong soon after, when none of the questions was repeated. 
Whatever Tsuji had explained was never asked again. And the way Inukai looked at him during 
his speech let Tsuji know he had his full concentration. 


They took a ten-minute break at the lounge after finishing the herbivorous section, mainly for Tsuji 
to rest his vocal cords or he might lose his voice tomorrow. 


Leaning on the backrest of the armchair he was sitting in, Tsuji closed his eyes, remembering all 
the dinosaurs he had admired. He had come here many times, yet this trip felt like a brand new 
experience. He had gotten to do many things that he’d never imagined he could. While explaining 
to Inukai, he also had the opportunity to confirm his knowledge and learn something new from a 
different point of view. 


It was truly exciting. 


Putting a hand over his chest, Tsuji could still feel his heart pounding in anticipation. Could he 
convey everything he’d researched in the upcoming carnivorous section? What questions would 
Inukai have in store for him? Would his senpai have some insight that he had never thought of? 
And there would be a new section also. Tsuji still didn’t know what it was about because he hadn’t 
checked the description on the map. He’d intended to keep it as a surprise for himself when he first 
set foot in that section. However, without prior knowledge, could he answer Inukai’s questions? 


A cold object was pressed on Tsuji’s cheek, forcing out a startled yelp. He whipped his head in that 
direction and was greeted by Inukai’s amused grin. The cold object was a bottle of oolong tea. 
“You could’ ve informed me if you’re back already.” he complained, reaching to the bottle only for 
it to be pulled away. 


Before Tsuji could send him an unamused look, Inukai placed another bottle in his hand. “This is 
for you.” he said. 


The oolong tea bottle Tsuji received was at room temperature, unlike the ice-cold one Inukai 
teased him with earlier. Although a cold drink was more tempting, this one would protect his voice 
better, considering the amount of talking he had done. “Thanks, Inukai-senpai.” he said with a 
slight smile, which Inukai beamed back joyfully. 


Inukai allowed himself a seat beside Tsuji, in a nearby armchair. “How is our date so far, Tsuji- 
chan?” he asked, looking at Tsuji expectantly. 


Taking a sip of tea, Tsuji met his senpai’s gaze. “Far exceeded my expectation.” he said slowly. 
Inukai’s eyes instantly lit up in pride, almost sparkling, like a puppy that had just finished an order 
from its owner and was waiting for praise. Clearing his throat, Tsuji mentally scolded himself for 
the inappropriate comparison. 


“Going to the museum was the correct decision after all.” Inukai said smugly. 


“It’s not the museum.” Tsuji chuckled, earning a clueless look from Inukai, “It’s because of you, 
Inukai-senpai.” 


“Huh? Me?” Inukai pointed at himself confusedly. 


“You give me the chance to talk about my interest and listen to me earnestly. I really appreciate 
that.” Tsuji clarified, gazing at his senpai fondly. He wasn’t the best at expressing himself, but he 


hoped this could convey how thankful he was for Inukai to be here with him today. 


Inukai looked surprised for a moment before averting his eyes to the side. “Tsuji-chan looks 
delighted when talking about dinosaurs so I just want to prolong that.” he mumbled, scratching his 
neck sheepishly, “So without thinking, I keep asking questions...” he trailed off. 


“ll do my best to answer all of your questions.” Tsuji said confidently, “Please keep your 
questions coming.” 


Inukai gave him a wry smile. “We’re on a date, not an interview, Tsuji-chan.” he reminded. 


The walk through the carnivorous section was quite memorable. Tsuji still failed to hold back a 
chuckle whenever he recalled Inukai’s expression the moment he introduced his favorite 
carnivorous dinosaur. This museum only had the fossil of its lower jaw but the size was enough to 
tell its enormous body. 


“Stop giggling or I'll go home.” Inukai huffed. 


“T’m sorry,” Tsuji cleared his throat but eventually chuckled again, “but Inukai-senpai’s reaction 
was... cute- I mean interesting.” 


“Tt’s not my fault for assuming it wouldn’t be that gigantic when my only reference is the figure in 
our operational room.” Inukai crossed his arms, puffing his cheeks like a kid when Tsuji couldn’t 
suppress his giggles. 


They joked around for a bit on the way to the final and also new section. While Inukai was trying 
to save his face from the prior blunder, Tsuji enjoyed every moment of it. It wasn’t everyday he 
got to see his senpai’s uncool aspect. Yes, Inukai was expressive, but he barely lost his composure 
in any situation. Well... except for the moment Inukai had been startled by his abrupt kiss. But that 
was another matter. 


As soon as the entrance to the new section came into sight, Tsuji instantly halted. Different tones 
of blue color decorating the gate and the interiors were more than enough to tell what was waiting 
for him inside: the ocean. 


A silent gasp escaped Tsuji’s lips and he didn’t know he was holding his breath until Inukai shook 
his shoulders lightly. It was said that there weren’t many fossils about aquatic dinosaurs in this 
museum before so they hadn’t built a section for it, but now this ocean section was established, 
which meant... 


“They’ve got more than just a few new fossils.” Tsuji whispered, astounded. 


“Isn’t that awesome?” Inukai tilted his head to the side with a knowing smile, “So what are we 
waiting for? Let’s go!” Not delaying any further, he grabbed Tsuji’s hand and pulled him through 
the gate, diving into the blue world. 


Tsuji was immediately captivated. He stared at each fossil and its description in complete silence. 
Every step he took was with utmost care as if afraid of disrupting such a magical moment. It 
wouldn’t be an exaggeration to say Tsuji had already forgotten about the world around him. It was 
only him and the dinosaur fossils, which seemed to come back alive in the oceanic background. 


They walked slowly in tranquility, stopping often to admire the displayed fossils. Tsuji could feel 
his heart hammering loudly in his chest as he was overcome by emotions. The only thing keeping 


him from being swept away completely was Inukai’s hand holding his firmly. 


Realization dawned on Tsuji a second later. He hadn’t been talking to nor looking at Inukai even 
once. He was entirely absorbed! 


However, as soon as Tsuji turned his head, thinking of apologizing, Inukai was already waiting for 
him with an understanding smile. “Go at your pace,” he whispered, “I’m right by your side, 
Shinnosuke.” 


Tsuji inhaled sharply, turning away in reflex. “O-Okay,” he stuttered, looking at the dinosaurs 
again. 


What was that? He placed a hand over his chest. His heart was pounding but for a totally different 
reason from earlier. 


The morning date ended at around eleven thirty. Actually, Inukai agreed to stay until Tsuji was 
satisfied but the younger insisted on grabbing lunch. If they remained here any longer, they might 
fail to catch the bus at twelve thirty, which would affect the total time they planned for the airplane 
exhibition visit. 


Inukai had given him an almost magical date; now it was Tsuji’s turn to make today memorable 
for his senpai. 


To save time, they agreed on having hotdogs for lunch. It wasn’t by mere coincidence that the 
hotdog stall was close to the bus station they were heading to. Tsuji had found this stall some time 
ago and liked its taste so he purposely planned their route to eventually reach here. Inukai’s taste in 
food wasn’t very far from Tsuji’s so hopefully he would like it too. 


“Yummy!” Inukai exclaimed, seemingly in pure bliss upon the first bite. “You’re right, Tsuji-chan. 
This hotdog is great!” 


“T’m glad you like it.” Tsuji said, sending the older teammate a relieved smile. 


“T don’t like it.” Inukai waved his index finger, “I Jove it!” and then took a big bite as a 
demonstration. 


As Inukai was savoring every bite of his hotdog, Tsuji finished his meal quickly. When he tossed 
the last bit of the second one in his mouth, Inukai was only half way done with his first. Hotdogs 
were really his senpai’s favorite, weren’t they? Tsuji made a mental note of buying those for 
Inukai more often in the future. 


“You’re done?” Inukai gave Tsuji an incredulous look as he began with the second hotdog of his 
share. Tsuji nodded. ““That’s too fast,” Inukai frowned, “Chew your food properly or you won’t 
grow.” 


“But I’m taller than you.” Tsuji retorted. 
“Only by two centimeters.” Inukai argued. 
“Tt means I’m growing just fine, doesn’t it?” Tsuji pointed out. 


Inukai sent him a pointed look without saying anything. 


On the way back, Tsuji was the one falling asleep, tired from all the speeches he had given. He 
remembered leaning on the bus window but for some unknown reason, he woke up on Inukai’s 
shoulder. Now he understood what the older teammate meant when he said it was comfortable. For 
a brief moment, he wished the bus ride had been extended. The sweet fragrance had faded 
considerably, leaving behind the smell that Tsuji was all too familiar with. He wouldn’t mind 
staying in this position for a little while longer. 


Despite Tsuji’s wish, the bus eventually came to a stop and he was woken up by Inukai. They got 
off and walked for about fifteen minutes to reach the airplane exhibition. 


It had been a while since the last time an exhibition had been held within Mikado City. This was 
also Tsuji’s first time to visit one so he didn’t know what to expect. Welcoming them was the gate 
with simple decorations and a big panel carrying the “Welcome to Mikado annual aviation 
exhibition” words. Looking past it, he could see a vast yard where two aircrafts stood proudly, 
surrounded by a sea of visitors. 


Glancing to his left side, Tsuji was met with an Inukai he’d never seen before: eyes widened and 
glittering in anticipation, lips pressing together as if trying to suppress an exciting scream, chest 
puffed out — clearly from holding his breath, and his hand latching together tightly in nervousness. 
And the most apparent image that caught Tsuji totally off-guard: Inukai’s cheeks flushing in pure 
happiness. 


Before Tsuji knew it, his hand had already reached out and touched Inukai’s cheek, startling him. 
“S-Sorry,” Tsuji stuttered, pulling his hand back. His face heated up slightly in embarrassment. 


Inukai was done being surprised as his usual smile was back on his lips. “Am I too charming for 
Tsuji-chan to resist?” he teased, leaning towards Tsuji, which caused the younger to back away 
instantly. “You just touched me, yet now you don’t let me touch you. That’s unfair, Tsuji-chan.” 
he whined, puffing his cheeks. 


“T don’t know what’s got into me.” Tsuji facepalmed, wanting to punch himself for thinking that 
Inukai was attractive for a second. Well, to be fair, Inukai was indeed on the attractive side, but his 
prior expression was irresistible. Of course, Tsuji would never tell his senpai that or he would 
never hear the end of Inukai’s teasing. “Let’s not waste time, Inukai-senpai.” he reminded, walking 
past the entrance. Inukai quickly followed and matched his steps. 


The majority of the exhibition was indoor. Many airplane models were on display, coming from 
different companies or corporations. There was even a part of an airplane cabin in the middle of the 
main hall. 


Tsuji was impressed by the scale of the exhibition, considering it was the first time it was back 
after four or five years. Of course the information was all provided by the brochure given at the 
gate. Otherwise, Tsuji wouldn’t know what world he was in. 


On the other hand, Inukai knew the way around without checking the brochure much, like he’d 
been in similar exhibitions many times already. 


This was where Tsuji learnt that his analysis was wrong. Inukai wasn’t any better than him in 
managing his interest. As soon as they entered the building, Inukai roamed around on his own, 
totally forgetting the existence of his younger teammate. Therefore, Tsuji decided to follow his 


senpai closely so they wouldn’t lose sight of each other in the crowd. 


Learning from Inukai, Tsuji tried asking a few questions concerning the airplane model at the 
block they were visiting, and only then, Inukai realized his negligence. 


“What am I doing?!” Inukai groaned through his gritted teeth, slapping his own cheeks before 
giving Tsuji an apologetic look. “I’m sorry, Tsuji-chan.” he said, looking down dejectedly, “This is 
why I don’t want to come here-” 


“Tnukai-senpai,” Tsuji interrupted, making Inukai look up to meet his eyes, “You haven’t answered 
my question.” 


“Eh?” Inukai blurted out confusedly. 


Tsuji gestured with his eyes at the airplane model to his left. Inukai caught on instantly. And when 
he started speaking, Tsuji finally understood how his senpai could give him his full attention in the 
dinosaur museum. 


The way someone talked about their passion was always breathtaking to behold. 


Without much thought, Tsuji kept questioning whenever he found something interesting about the 
airplane models, and Inukai was more than happy to answer. He didn’t know how long he could 
retain this knowledge nor when he could have use for it, but it didn’t matter one bit because with 
this, he’d learn more about Inukai as a person. 


Not every question from Tsuji was answered fully because many new models that Inukai hadn’t 
heard about were also introduced here. However, that brought the chance for them to learn from 
the staff and discuss to arrive at a satisfying answer together. 


It was fun. No. More than fun. 


Although the thought of visiting both locations on a date was reluctantly received by Inukai at first 

- even Tsuji doubted it would work as intended — it was worth it in the end. Tsuji truly enjoyed the 

date and he could tell Inukai also relished every moment of it. And different from their assumption, 
neither of them felt neglected. If anything, Tsuji was glad he had suggested this airplane exhibition; 
if not, when would he have a chance to see Inukai so enthusiastic about something? 


There was an airshow in the afternoon, performed by the two aircrafts displayed at the front yard. 
Inukai managed to secure the foremost position for them to observe the whole performance 
without anything blocking their view. Tsuji couldn’t take his eyes off the planes as they took off 
from the ground, but what he would never forget was how Inukai gripped his hand so tightly the 
entire time the planes were in the air. 


After a quick dinner at a Burger Queen chain store, the date officially concluded at seven p.m.. 
Both Inukai’s and Tsuji’s houses were within walking distance so they took a stroll back. 
Homework was all finished on Saturday so none of them were in a hurry. 


Walking side by side, they exchanged random chats about what they liked in the airplane 
exhibition. 


“My hand still hurt from your grip during the airshow, Inukai-senpai.” Tsuji said — half joking — 
and lifted his hand as a demonstration. 


Inukai’s cheeks turned a slight pink color. “Sorry, I was a little too excited.” he said embarrassedly, 
partly covering his face with a hand, “It’s like a dream to have a chance to see an airplane taking 
off that close, you know. So I...” he trailed off. 


“So you grabbed me to check if you were dreaming or not?” Tsuji offered. 
Averting his eyes to the side, Inukai mumbled: “I’m sorry.” 


“T don’t mean to blame you or anything, Inukai-senpai.” Tsuji reassured, waving his hand vaguely, 
“T was only surprised to see you so emotional.” 


“T can’t help it.” Inukai crossed his arms, “But compared to your reactions, mine were quite 
composed.” 


“My reactions?” Tsuji pointed at himself, lifting an eyebrow. 


“T wish I was allowed to take photos inside the museum.” Inukai said with a frown. “If only you 
could see your face in the ocean section.” A smirk stretched on his lips before he made the 
expression of a little girl dreaming of a day she could be a princess. “Like this. So innocent~” he 
said dreamily. 


Tsuji sent his senpai an annoyed look. “That’s over-dramatic.” he complained. 

“T only stated the truth.” Inukai whistled. 

“Then you should see your expression when we arrived at the exhibition.” Tsuji shot back. 
With that, they dove into a teasing battle until both felt too humiliated to retort further. 


Tsuji couldn’t believe that he was up for this kind of childish fight. Usually he would overlook any 
teasing attempt from Inukai to avoid wasting time. Since when had he sunk this low? Sneaking a 
glance at Inukai, who was still hiding his beet red face behind his hands and mumbling something 
incomprehensible, Tsuji secretly sighed. It was all Inukai’s fault. He was certain of it. 


After a while walking quietly, they reached the crossroad where they had to part ways since their 
houses were in the opposite directions. 


“So... goodbye, I guess?” Inukai was the first to speak up. 


Tsuji bowed slightly. “Goodbye, Inukai-senpai.” he said, surprised by his own regretful tone. 
“Thanks for the date.” he added, hoping to divert the attention. 


“Thanks too.” Inukai grinned, scratching his neck shyly. 


They stood in awkward silence, not knowing how to continue the conversation, yet none of them 
wanted to walk away. 


Tsuji looked at Inukai, who smiled back cheerfully. “I enjoyed the date a lot.” he said, not sure 
what he was trying to say, but at least it was better than standing around doing nothing. 


“Me too. It’s like a dream.” Inukai agreed, smiling fondly. “If only your favorite dorayaki didn’t 
run out, it would be a perfect first date.” 


The dorayaki stall at the exhibition only had had the red bean paste left by the time they’d visited 
so Tsuji had settled for it. Although his favorite dorayaki filling was buttercream, the red bean 
paste wasn’t bad at all. He wouldn’t count that as a flaw in this magical date. 


“To me, it’s already a perfect date.” Tsuji said firmly. 

“Without your favorite food?” Inukai asked jokingly. 

“Tt is.” Tsuji confirmed, “How about you, Inukai-senpai? Is it a good date?” 

Inukai made a long hum, holding his chin like he was considering something important. 


Five minutes passed by and Inukai still remained in the same pose. Tsuji was patient enough to 
wait but couldn’t help thinking if he was wrong after all. Maybe Inukai didn’t enjoy the date like 
he had let on. Maybe he’d just gone with the flow so Tsuji wouldn’t feel bad for his hasty decision. 
Maybe- 


Tsuji’s line of thought was harshly interrupted when something soft touched his lips and his vision 
was engulfed in the teal color of Inukai’s eyes. 


It took Tsuji a second or two to snap back to his senses but Inukai had already pulled back and 
beamed widely. “Now our date is perfect.” Inukai said, taking a step backwards, “Good night, 
Shin-chan.” And then he spun around, dashing away. 


Left behind, Tsuji stared at the back of his senpai that was getting further and further away. Then 
he slowly reached up and touched his lips. 


Well, Tsuji sighed, Inukai was always good at catching people off-guard. However, he wasn’t 
necessarily wrong this time. Tsuji was too occupied by the hanging out aspect and forgot, but this 
was a date after all. 
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A senpai's pride 
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See the end of the chapter for more notes 


What is this situation? 


Inukai scanned his surroundings again to make sure it wasn’t just his mind playing tricks on him: 
The rooftop of the school building was as empty as ever, suitable for secretive conversation. In 
front of Inukai stood his black-haired teammate with his eyes downcast and his head hung low. 


About fifteen minutes ago, when Inukai had been having his modest lunch at the canteen, said 
teammate — sitting across the table and having already finished his portion — had hesitantly asked 
him to come to the rooftop for some important question. Obviously, as a reliable senpai, Inukai had 
agreed without giving it much thought. 


However, now that they were finally alone, realization dawned on him. 
No matter how he looked at it, this was clearly a setup for a confession. 
Tsuji’s reluctance and nervous expression only helped strengthen that conclusion. 


“Urr...” Inukai started gracefully, “How can I help you, Tsuji?” Given the serious atmosphere, he 
didn’t even dare to add a suffix to Tsuji’s name. 


Tsuji slowly lifted his gaze from the ground to meet Inukai’s eyes, uneasiness oozing out from 
every centimeter of his being. “Inukai-senpai,” he called, clearing his throat when his voice 
sounded too deep. “It has been some time since we first met, and I believe we’ ve grown even closer 
recently.” he continued, folding his hand. 


The tension was contagious. Inukai secretly wiped his sweaty palms on the side of his trousers. 
Based on the flow of Tsuji’s speech, this couldn’t be anything else. A confession it was. 


But why? They have been dating for more than a week already, albeit experimental... No wait, 
maybe that was why. Maybe Tsuji had realized his true feelings after that memorable first date so 
he decided to come forward and confess, so that they would no longer be trial partners anymore but 
real ones now... 


B-But it was still too soon! He wasn’t ready- 
“Tnukai-senpai, are you listening?” Tsuji asked worriedly, pulling Inukai off his train of thoughts. 
“Y-Yes, Iam!” Inukai wanted to smack himself for stuttering. 


“So...” Tsuji paused, probably checking Inukai’s reactions, “... is it okay for you?” 


Underneath his amicable smile, Inukai was sweating bullets. He’d missed the confession while 
being lost in thoughts! Come on, Sumiharu, pull yourself together! He scolded himself. 


Inukai cleared his throat a few times and put on his most serious expression. “I’m happy that 
you’ ve come straight to me after sorting out your thoughts, so it’s my responsibility to give you a 
proper answer.” he said fluently, looking straight into Tsuji’s eyes. “I can’t deny that we’ve been 
growing closer day by day, but...” he swallowed thickly when Tsuji started frowning. Oh how he 
wanted to just nod and say ‘I love you too’, but that would be irresponsible when he wasn’t certain 
of his own feelings. 


“But?” Tsuji prompted, tilting his head slightly to the side, disappointment leaking from his pair of 
beautiful dark purple eyes. 


Trying to ignore the pang of guilt, Inukai took a deep breath. He had started this thoughtless 
experiment; he should be responsible for its outcome. “But I think the current me is inadequate to 
reciprocate your feelings.” Inukai looked down, unable to maintain eye-contact any longer. 
“Maybe if you give me more time, I may...” he trailed off, not daring to make any promise. 


“As I thought, it’s too soon after all.” Tsuji sighed, taking a step backwards. “Sorry, Inukai-senpai. 
I shouldn’t have troubled you over my homework.” 


“No no, don’t be sorry.” Inukai lifted his head, waving his hands frantically, “It’s just me- Wait, 
what did you just say?” There was something out of place but he wasn’t sure if he had heard it 
correctly. 


“As I thought, it’s too soon after all?” Tsuji repeated confusedly. 
Inukai shook his head, “No, the latter one, after your apology.” 


Tsuji gave him an even more puzzled look. Then after a few seconds of hesitation, he said slowly: 
“T shouldn’t have troubled you over my homework.” 


Inukai blinked. “Again,” he demanded, “please.” 


Now Tsuji was having the expression saying he was worried if Inukai had hit his head somewhere. 
However, it seemed that he was too used to Inukai’s antics to lose his patience here. “I shouldn’t 
have troubled you over my homework.” he repeated one more time, spelling out each word 


properly. 


Running a hand over his face, Inukai inhaled deeply and released the breath after a few seconds. 
“T’ve heard the word ‘homework’ three times already, it couldn’t be a mistake.” he mumbled 
before sending Tsuji a service smile. “You wanted to ask me about your homework?” he 
confirmed. 


Slightly on-guard upon seeing the smile that clearly meant no joy, Tsuji backed away another step 
before nodding. 


“T see.” Inukai’s smile widened, still without amusement, “What does it have anything to do with 
us being close or not?” 


Tsuji averted his eyes to the side, looking troubled. “I’ve only discussed homework with my 
classmates or people around my age, so I don’t know when it’s appropriate to ask an 
upperclassman.” he said in a low voice, playing with his fingers nervously, “Inukai-senpai is 
friendly but we’ ve never talked about schoolwork before, so I figured when we’ re closer, maybe I 
can borrow a bit of your time.” 


The smile froze on Inukai’s face as he mentally punched himself for being mean to such an 
adorable kouhai. Clearing his throat to gain back Tsuji’s attention, Inukai then gave his younger 
teammate a more sincere smile than ever. “I’m always available to help Tsuji-chan.” he said, 
stepping forward to shorten their distance and holding out a hand, “Give me the homework that is 
giving you a problem. I'll do my best to solve it.” 


“But didn’t you just tell me to give you more time-” 


“Shin-chan!” Inukai interrupted, smiling more broadly, ““Your homework please.” He would rather 
die than have to explain how badly he had misunderstood the earlier situation. 


It turned out the homework Tsuji had troubles with belonged to the advanced section in the 
textbook. Almost all of his classmates decided to leave it because the point was too insignificant to 
worth its difficulty. 


“I’m fine with losing the point for it, but the question intrigued me.” Tsuji explained, “Usually, 
even when the problem is hard, I can see the general direction to solve it. However, this one is 
different.” He scratched his forehead, frowning, “I don’t know where to start or which formula to 
use.” 

Inukai acknowledged the reason with a simple nod while reading through the mathematics 
problem. As Tsuji said, this one was indeed difficult. No. Too difficult. Inukai wanted to strangle 
the one creating this problem. Well, that was exaggerating but still... This difficulty was clearly 
unnecessary for high school, even for a prep school. 


To be completely honest, had Inukai had to deal with this problem in eleventh grade, he would 
have done the same thing as Tsuji’s classmates: pretending it didn’t exist. However, given his 
current standing, he couldn’t just give up like that. 


“Let me write it down. I will ponder on that in my afternoon class.” Inukai said when the school 
bell declared their lunch break was over. 


“Take my textbook.” Tsuji offered, “I don’t have Maths this afternoon.” 
And they parted ways to go back to their respective classes. 


Inukai’s academic results weren’t impressive to look at, which explained why he was in class D. 
Tsuji had to know how Rokueikan arranged their students — according to their academic 
performance, yet still came to Inukai for advice. Considering Tsuji’s character, a prank was out of 
the question. This could only be a sign of trust. And that was all the more reason why Inukai had to 
work hard on this cursed Maths problem. 


Spending the entire afternoon thinking, Inukai was surprised that he actually found a direction to 
solve it. He wrote down all the necessary formulas, then checked the textbook to make sure he 
didn’t use anything Tsuji hadn’t studied yet. 


When all necessary steps were done, the end-of-day bell also rang. Inukai stayed behind to try 
solving the problem, which earned him several bewildered looks from his classmates because he 
was always the first to bolt from the class. 


He didn’t know how much time it took but when the answer was reached, the sun had already set, 
only a few rays of light remaining on the horizon. Stretching his arms and back, Inukai then looked 
at the notebook again with pride. “Time to call Tsuji-chan.” he mumbled happily, reaching to his 


pants pocket. 
“Tm here, Inukai-senpai.” 


Startled, Inukai sprang up. His knees collided with the table painfully, forcing out a yelp. Tsuji 
hastily left his seat but Inukai waved his hand, signaling that he was fine. 


“What are you doing here?” Inukai asked as soon as he settled in his seat again. 


“T heard your classmates saying that you stayed behind so I came to check.” Tsuji explained, 
averting his eyes to the side in guilt, “You’ve been working on my homework this whole time, 
haven’t you?” 


“Well, that’s true.” Inukai admitted, crossing his arms, “It’s a good exercise for my brain every 
once in a while.” 


“Pm sor-”’ 


“Td prefer a treat for dinner to an apology.” Inukai interrupted, “I can show you the answer over 
the meal also.” 


Contrary to Inukai’s expectation, Tsuji looked even more troubled by the suggestion. “My mom 
has already prepared my dinner, I don’t think we can eat out today.” he said, frowning, “But I also 
need Inukai-senpai to explain the answer to me...” and continued mumbling to himself with a 
serious expression. 


“We have patrol duty tomorrow morning.” Inukai tried to cut in, “Let’s discuss this problem at that 
time.” 


“No,” Tsuji declined instantly, “I should treat you to something to compensate for the time you 
wasted on my homework.” 


“Then buy me a hotdog or something tomorrow.” Inukai offered. 


“But Inukai-senpai is late for dinner because of me, so your dinner today should be on me.” Tsuji 
argued. 


Inukai wanted to say that being late was fine because his sisters would put aside a portion for him 
but decided against it. Trying to convince Tsuji when he was in this stubborn state would be a big 
hurdle. “So what is your suggestion then?” he conceded. 


“Let me think for a bit.” Tsuji crossed his arms and started brainstorming. After a minute, he took 
out his phone and went to the other side of the classroom to make a call. It didn’t take long for him 
to come back with a satisfied expression. “Inukai-senpai, do you mind coming to my house for this 
dinner?” 


What? 


Inukai was still wearing a smile but already stupefied. He didn’t hear it wrong, did he? “Do you 
mind repeating the question?” he asked politely. 


“T asked my mom. My older brother is working on a project so he won’t come home tonight. She 
said I can invite my friend over for dinner.” Tsuji clarified, expression well-controlled but clearly 
excited, “Do you mind coming to my house?” 


As if Inukai could say no to this face. 


This wasn’t the first time Inukai visited a friend’s house, so he wasn’t nervous. What caught him 
off-guard was how suddenly this invitation came. He wasn’t ready in the least: his hair was messy 
due to the frequent rubbing he had unconsciously done while brainstorming the problem; his 
uniform was littered with wrinkles after a whole day at school; his body was sweaty although — 
luckily — not very smelly. This was hardly a proper condition to be introduced to someone for the 
first time, let alone a whole family. 


However, it was too late to back out now so Inukai just kept those thoughts to himself and followed 
Tsuji. 


The introduction happened smoothly, which Inukai had his sisters to thank for their etiquette 
training. Tsuji’s father had a stern appearance while his mother was on the gentle side. Tsuji 
probably took after his mom, except for when he was working. His younger brother was energetic 
and had a strong character — perhaps taking after his dad. It was a shame that Tsuji’s older brother 
was busy. If not, Inukai would love to know the person who had unintentionally taught Tsuji to 
solve an argument with a fight. 


Because it was late, they proceeded to have dinner soon after some simple greetings. 


The meal was delicious in a warm atmosphere. It almost felt like Inukai was a part of this family. 
Tsuji’s little brother even forgot that they had a guest and tried to steal Tsuji’s food, which was 
immediately prevented by the owner. 


“Stingy,” Tsuji’s little brother — named Sohei — whined as Tsuji literally struck his chopsticks away 
from the dish. 


“Finish your food first.” Tsuji warned. 
“But only veggies left...” Sohei mumbled discontentedly. 
“Tt’s your fault for eating all the fried chicken first.” Tsuji pointed out sternly. 


Inukai couldn’t help slipping a chuckle. This was exactly the attitude Tsuji had when he messed 
around during a battle. 


Only then, the two siblings remembered it wasn’t just their family around. 
“S-sorry, Inukai-senpai.” Tsuji stuttered, face turning red in shame. 


“Don’t mind me.” Inukai waved his hand vaguely, sending Tsuji an amused grin. Then he turned 
to the younger brother. “You can take my share, Sohei-kun.” he said, smiling gracefully. 


“Really?” Sohei exclaimed. 
“Really.” Inukai nodded. 


“Don’t spoil him, Inukai-senpai.” Tsuji reminded, not-so-secretly sending his little brother a 
sideways look. 


Inukai lifted a hand to reassure Tsuji before pushing his dish towards Sohei. The younger brother’s 
eyes lit up in joy — similar to when Tsuji heard of dinosaurs — and quickly brought his chopsticks to 


the biggest piece of fried chicken. 


“Make sure to pick a piece of vegetables with it also." Inukai said as soon as the tip of Sohei’s 
chopsticks touched the meat. 


“Eh?” Sohei blurted out, giving Inukai a clueless look. 


“You see, Sohei-kun. [ eat my chicken with vegetables, so if you only take a piece of chicken, my 
portion will become uneven.” Inukai continued in a friendly manner, his smile perpetual on his 
lips, “So with each chicken piece you take, please eat a piece of vegetables for me.” He paused for 
a few seconds so Sohei could comprehend the terms and conditions, “Do we have a deal, Sohei- 
kun?” 


Sohei instinctively backed away a few centimeters, eyes staring at Inukai’s friendly smile 
defensively. “On second thought...” he said reluctantly, pulling his hand back. 


“Huh?” Inukai lifted an eyebrow, pretending to be surprised, “You don’t want my fried chicken 
anymore?” he tilted his head slightly to the side. 


“You could be hungry if I take your share so...” Sohei trailed off and started eating his vegetables. 
Inukai laughed lightly, “How kind of you, Sohei-kun.” 


They proceeded to finish dinner. Inukai noticed Tsuji’s parents’ amused looks on him but feigned 
innocence. 


After dinner, Tsuji practically pulled Inukai straight to his room despite his parents’ protest. 


“We have a lot of homework today, please excuse us.” was Tsuji’s reply when his parents wanted 
to have a chat with Inukai, saying it had been a long time since the last time Tsuji had had friends 
coming over. 


Inukai had his own room at home so he knew how messy a boy’s room could be. He just didn’t 
expect Tsuji’s room to be like a garba- No. Inukai swallowed the comment even before it could 
fully form inside his head. 


This room was totally normal. Clothes and a plethora of belongings together with crumbled papers 
and various unidentified objects were littered all over the floor to the point that Inukai didn’t know 
where he could safely put down his foot. Dinosaur posters and analyses covered almost all the 
room walls except for the one with the door. The bed was probably the tidiest spot in the room 
with only a pile of unfolded blankets and pillows. Yes, this was normal... probably... 


“Sorry, my room is a bit messy.” Tsuji said apologetically while moving the stuff on the floor to 
make a spot big enough to set up a small table. 


Inukai was about to ask why they didn’t use Tsuji’s desk but stopped when stacks of books 
covering almost all the desk’s surface were caught in his peripheral vision. Never mind. He smiled 
wryly, “It’s okay, Tsuji-chan.” 


After a few minutes of pushing stuff aside, they could finally settle on the sitting cushions and 
discuss the homework. 


““’.. and so, that’s how you solve this problem.” Inukai concluded, putting down the pen. 


Having been silent the whole time, Tsuji then let out an impressed sound as he reread the solution. 
“Tt’s so easy to understand, Inukai-senpai.” he said, sending the older teammate an admiring look 
before returning to the mathematics problem again. 


“T just got lucky.” Inukai said modestly despite his heart swelling in pride. To be fair, it wasn’t far 
from the truth. He still didn’t know how the idea had come to him. Well, that didn’t matter now, 
did it? What was important was that he had solved a difficult problem and lived up to the trust 
Tsuji placed in him. 


Studying surely wasn’t one of Inukai’s hobbies, but if this was the reward for studying properly, he 
wouldn’t mind putting in more effort from now on. Just look at those purple eyes full of 
admiration- 


Wait... Why was Tsuji frowning now? Where had the appreciation gone to? 
“What’s wro-” 


“Your solution is wrong, Inukai-senpai.” Tsuji said before Inukai’s question was completed. Then 
he proceeded to place the textbook beside the solution paper, pointing at the problem. “The answer 
is eight, but you got twenty four.” 


Inukai immediately looked at the textbook. Under the problem was a number — the answer — 
printed in smaller font, probably for the students to check if their solution was correct. Exactly as 
Tsuji had pointed out, it was different from what Inukai’s solution led to. 


“Let me try again.” Inukai said quickly, turning the paper over, and started solving the problem 
from the beginning. 


He had thought it would only take a little while at best because he’d already had the general idea. 
However, seconds turned to minutes, and then minutes became hours. The more Inukai dove into 
the problem to find his mistakes, the more complicated it turned out. 


“Tnukai-senpai.” Tsuji called, sounding impatient. 
“Shhh,” Inukai hushed, “I got this. Don’t worry.” 
“Tt’s eight thirty already. Your family will be worried.” 


Lifting his head from the notebook, Inukai pulled out his phone from his pants pocket. After a 
quick text, he returned to the notebook now filled with words and formulas. “I informed my 
family.” he said without looking up, “I won’t go home until I get this done.” 


Tsuji was silent for a moment before sighing. “Let’s just forget this problem.” he said tiredly. 


“No,” Inukai replied instantly, startling the younger teammate, “I know I’m on the right direction. I 
must have made a mistake somewhere that resulted in a wrong answer. Just give me a little more 
time.” 


With that, silence reigned in the room again with only the sound of pencil scribbling on paper 
remaining. 


Inukai was entirely focused on the mathematics problem that he didn’t notice Tsuji had left the 
room. He definitely wasn’t the kind of honor student who fought tooth and nail to perfect their 
homework. However, just for today, he wanted to do this. Just for today, he wanted to live up to his 
kouhai’s expectation- 


“Uwahh!” Inukai let out a startled yell when he was suddenly lifted from the ground. 


“T tried to call but you didn’t listen.” Tsuji said nonchalantly when he threw Inukai over his 
shoulder, carrying him like a rice bag. “I asked my parents’ permission for you to stay here for 
tonight. They approved, but I need you to take a bath now.” 


“T got it!” Inukai yelled, his face heating up in shame, “Put me down. I can go to the bathroom 
myself.” If Tsuji’s little brother saw him being carried like this, he could never regain his dignity 
again. 


“Promise me you will go straight to the bathroom.” Tsuji said sternly. 
“T promise...” Inukai mumbled like a child getting scolded. 
As promised, Tsuji released his hold and put Inukai to the floor. 


Since Inukai had come straight here from school, Tsuji lent him a change of clothes. He also 
pointed out which shampoos belonged to whom so Inukai wouldn’t accidentally use his parents’. 


Despite not wanting to leave his work unfinished, Inukai had no choice but to listen to Tsuji. 
Maybe a hot shower could refresh his mind and activate his brain, and then he would solve that 
cursed problem in a blink of an eye later. 


After the bath, Inukai dried his hair and returned to Tsuji’s room. 
“Sorry, I got the wrong room!” Inukai backed out immediately upon stepping on a clean floor. 


However, before he could shut the door, Tsuji stopped him. “You got the right one.” he said 
exasperatedly, “I just tidied the room a bit so you can spend the night.” 


“That’s thoughtful of you, Tsuji-chan.” Inukai smiled, attempting to sweep his earlier rudeness 
under the carpet. 


If Tsuji was able to make the plethora of unidentified stuff on the floor magically disappear like 
this, why didn’t he keep the room neat in the first place? Inukai honestly wanted to ask that but the 
problem at hand was more pressing, and he didn’t have the heart to tell Tsuji the truth about his 
room so the idea was canceled. 


“Did you finish your homework, Inukai-senpai?” Tsuji asked when Inukai was about to work on 
the Maths problem again. 


“T can do it tomorrow morning, after our patrol duty.” Inukai said nonchalantly. If he skipped over 
all the hard parts, his homework could be done in fifteen minutes. 


“Are you sure?” Tsuji confirmed, crossing his arms. 
“More than sure.” Inukai grinned, giving a thumbs-up. 


Tsuji gave the older teammate a doubtful look but said no more. He walked to his desk, moving a 
few stacks of books to the floor, and took out tomorrow's homework. 


They worked in silence. Sometimes, Tsuji would offer Inukai a glass of water or some potato chips, 
and they talked about some random topics to relax before returning to their study. 


From where Inukai sat, he could only see Tsuji from behind. Yet he couldn’t help gazing at the 
younger teammate’s broad back and his right arm moving slowly. The way Tsuji stopped to think 
and looked around to find his textbooks were also endearing. Had he arranged his books 
systematically, this wouldn’t have happened. Inukai thought amusedly but was careful not to slip 
out a laugh. 


Another hour passed. Tsuji finished his homework so he joined Inukai in solving the Maths 
problem. It wouldn't be an exaggeration to say Inukai had spent more time studying tonight than 
from the beginning of his twelfth grade to now. He had gone through all Tsuji’s notes, textbook 
and reference books, tried all possible directions and still reached the same result as the first time. 
He also suspected that the answer in the textbook was wrong but Tsuji said it was the latest version 
so that chance was quite low. And Inukai wasn’t that confident to say his solution was absolutely 
correct. 


Just like that, their research went on and on until Inukai snapped his eyes open and found himself 
tugged in a futon set on the floor. He blinked a few times then sat up and looked around. The light 
was already off and the electrical clock on the bookshelf to the right of the room door showed one 
a.m. 


When had he fallen asleep? Inukai tried racking his brain but failed to find the answer. Well, 
pondering on that was meaningless. What mattered was that he still hadn’t reached the answer for 
the Maths problem. What a failure of a senpai he was. 


“Tnukai-senpai?” 


A sleepy voice coming from the direction of the bed startled Inukai but he immediately knew 
whose it was. “Sorry, did I wake you?” he whispered apologetically. Was his earlier sigh too loud? 


“There’s a toothbrush on my desk...” Tsuji mumbled, voice slurred, before falling back to sleep. 
“Thanks, Shin-chan.” Inukai whispered even more softly and crawled out of the futon. 


A sensor light lit up as soon as Inukai got to his feet. The intensity was low, like a bed lamp. 
Thanks to that, he could grab the aforementioned toothbrush and left the room without making any 
noise. 


The trip to the bathroom and back made Inukai wake up completely. He could even return to 
studying right now but chose not to and just sat down beside the bed. Tsuji’s sleeping posture was 
disciplined. He didn’t even move a centimeter compared to when Inukai had left. 


Without thinking, Inukai moved a stray strand of hair on Tsuji’s eyes to the side with his pinky 
finger and gazed at the younger teammate’s peaceful sleeping face. So defenseless. Inukai shook 
his head. What was he thinking about? Maybe because he barely had any chance to see Tsuji 
sleeping, his mind wandered a little too far. 


“Good night, Shinnosuke.” Inukai whispered ever so softly and returned to the futon set. 


Despite failing to solve the problem, Inukai couldn’t help feeling that he had gained so many 
important things today. It was a shame that he couldn’t be a senpai that Tsuji looked up to, but 
maybe, when Tsuji wanted company, this older teammate would be somewhere at the top of his 
list. 


Such childish thinking. Inukai laughed at himself as he turned around, facing the wall opposite of 
the bed. 


“Good night, Sumiharu-senpai.” 


Inukai sprang up, turning to the direction of the bed in a flash. There was a light shuffling sound in 
the dark indicating that the person on the bed had just adjusted his position. 


After a moment of silence, Inukai wanted to say something but all he could manage was a shy 
laugh. 


That surprised attack was unfair. Now how could he go back to sleep? 


“That’s how it is. Please help us, Ninomiya-san.” Inukai bowed deeply, holding out the Maths 
textbook towards the squad leader. 


The morning patrol duty was done and the Ninomiya squad gathered at their operational room for 
reports. When they were dismissed, Inukai took the chance to summarize his trouble to Ninomiya 
and ask for help. 


Ninomiya took the textbook, skimming through the problem. “The answer is twenty four.” he said, 
handing the book back to Inukai. 


“Huh?” Inukai blurted out unintelligibly. That inhuman speed. “But the answer in the textbook-” 
“It’s wrong.” Ninomiya shrugged. 
“But this textbook is just recently republished.” Tsuji piped in, unable to hold back his curiosity. 


“Tt isn’t that unusual to find mistakes in a textbook, is it?” Ninomiya lifted an eyebrow, 
unwavering. 


Inukai and Tsuji shared a brief look and both understood that challenging Ninomiya’s confidence 
was beyond stupid. 


“We also got twenty four but I’m not sure if our solution is cor-” 


“Show me your answer.” Ninomiya interrupted Tsuji, holding out a hand. The black-haired 
attacker instantly pulled out the notebook they’d used last night from his bag. Skimming over a 
few pages, Ninomiya returned it with a small — almost unnoticeable — smile. “The method is 
correct. Did you come up with it yourself?” he asked, sounding pleased. 


“Tnukai-senpai figured it out, not me.” Tsuji said honestly. 
“Tnukai did?” Ninomiya questioned doubtfully. 


“Thanks for the compliment.” Inukai said sarcastically, laughing dryly, “Even I can’t believe that I 
did it.” 


“Anything else?” Ninomiya changed the topic. 
“No, we’re done. Thank you, Ninomiya-san.” Tsuji said, bowing respectfully. 
“Thanks too, Ninomiya-san.” Inukai followed his younger teammate’s example. 


“Then you’re dismissed.” 


As soon as Ninomiya left the room, Inukai fell on the chair and practically lay on the table. All 
yesterday exhaustion suddenly came back at once and his eyelids became too heavy to keep them 
open. “I’m going to close my eyes for a bit.” he said, not caring if Tsuji paid attention or not, 
“Please wake me when it’s time for school.” 


“Wait, Inukai-senpai.” Tsuji called, “How about your homework?” 


“Tl do it later...” Inukai trailed off as drowsiness washed over him and before Tsuji could 
respond, he’d already been fast asleep. 
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“He’s getting a confession again. What’s so good about him?” 


Tsuji glanced at his right side to find out who'd just said that before looking down at the school 
backyard again. Standing in front of a twin-tails girl was Inukai with his familiar fluffy dark blonde 
hair. Exactly like what his classmate had just mentioned, this was the third time of this month, he 
saw Inukai in this secluded spot with a girl — a different one every time. This spot was popular for 
confessions because not many people passed by even during a break, and it also had beautiful 
scenery, unlike the rooftop. Therefore, it wasn’t hard to guess what those two were doing. 


Unfortunately, Tsuji’s classroom was directly above this spot so he’d accidentally witnessed many 
confessions, including the ones involving his senpai. Based on the pose Inukai was having: right 
hand scratching his cheek and left hand behind his back, he was going to decline again. 


“Can you believe it? He denied again!” Tsuji’s classmate exclaimed frustratedly. 


Not knowing what to reply because he’d known the answer before it happened, Tsuji made a vague 
acknowledging sound. 


“Aren’t you close to that guy? Tell me what’s so good about him that the girls keep confessing to 
him?” The classmate turned to Tsuji, crossing his arms. 


Tsuji made a long hum, glancing at Inukai and the girl again before looking at his classmate. “He’s 
handsome.” he said nonchalantly. 


“T was expecting something less obvious.” The classmate rolled his eyes. 


“He’s friendly and kind.” Tsuji continued, moving his gaze back to the backyard where Inukai was 
standing alone, scratching his head, while the girl was nowhere to be seen. “He looks carefree but 
is actually quite meticulous. He pays attention to little things that you wouldn’t normally care 
about. He talks a lot and often teases people, but never goes overboard. And he’s also a good 
listener when you need someone to pour your mind into.” 


Noticing the lack of response, Tsuji stopped and looked back at his classmate only to face an 
incredulous expression. 


“You sound as if...” the classmate hesitated, “... as if you really like him, Tsuji.” 


“Huh?” Tsuji lifted an eyebrow, tilting his head confusedly. 


“Don’t give me that look when you speak so fondly about him.” The classmate frowned, “I thought 
I’ve found an ally in an anti-group against that blonde guy because you always look irritated 
whenever that guy gets a confession, but it seems I was wrong.” he said dejectedly, sighing. 


“T look irritated?” Tsuji repeated in puzzlement. No way that was true. He simply watched those 
confessions because he had nothing to do. Who confessed or who received the confession didn’t 
matter one bit. 


“Yes, you always frown and stare daggers at that blonde guy.” The classmate nodded, earning an 
unamused look from Tsuji. “Okay, that’s exaggerating, but you clearly look uncomfortable when 
it’s that guy’s turn.” 


“T don’t think I’ve ever felt uncomfortable when Inukai-senpai was confessed to.” Tsuji also 
crossed his arms, eyebrows wrinkled in deep thinking. 


“That was how I saw it. But I was wrong, so never mind.” The classmate shrugged, seemingly 
losing interest when the backyard was void of people again. “Gotta run now. My friends called 
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me. 


Tsuji waved his hand as his classmate made a dash to the classroom door where his friends were 
waiting. 


Left alone, Tsuji returned to his seat, letting his mind wander the earlier conversation. Did he 
really look like that whenever Inukai got a confession? He didn’t remember feeling anything 
special except a slight amusement because he could guess the answer to some degree. Now that he 
thought about it, what kind of gesture would Inukai have if he agreed to a confession? Laughing 
and lifting that girl up? Or he would fidget uncharacteristically while holding her hand? 


Tsuji shook his head as a frown crawled on his forehead. Somehow, those thoughts were really 
uncomfortable. 


“Tsuji-chan! Let’s walk home together.” 


Since the sleepover, Inukai had started tagging along with Tsuji on the way home. From 
Rokueikan to Tsuji’s house was about thirty minutes of walking distance. He still didn’t know the 
exact location of Inukai’s house but they usually parted ways at around twenty minutes after 
leaving the school gate. 


As usual, Inukai started talking about random topics when they walked down the street. Tsuji 
didn’t know where his senpai got so many different ideas from when all they had done for the day 
was just studying. If Tsuji were the one talking, the conversation would be two minutes long at 
best. 


“By the way, Tsuji-chan. Wanna stop by the new cake shop in this area?” Inukai suddenly said, 
grabbing Tsuji’s arm to stop him and pointing to the right when they were supposed to go straight. 
“T heard that they have many kinds of cream puff.” he said with a cheerful smile, clearly knowing 
the best card to play. 


A mischievous part of Tsuji wanted to refuse just to see Inukai’s surprised face but he was more 
mature than that. “Let’s visit it.” he said calmly. 


Not wasting another second, Inukai pulled Tsuji by the arm, running in the direction leading to the 
mentioned cake shop. 


At the corner of the street, there was a modest cake shop with a small cream puff shaped signboard 
carrying the name “Dreamy” written in strawberry color. Pink was the main color theme. The feet 
of the walls were painted in magenta and then the hue of pink became lighter towards the top. 
From the outside, through the broad glass windows, the interior of the shop was apparent. 


As the name suggested, the shop was decorated cutely with white furniture. Together with the pink 
surroundings, it gave the customers the feeling of standing in a sweet dream. On the shelves, 
various types of cake and sweets were lined up neatly. In front of each kind was a name card 
adorned by little colorful drawings. 


“On second thought...” Inukai took a step backwards, “... the sweet stall near our school might be 
a better choice.” 


Tsuji grabbed his senpai’s wrist before he could run off. “What are you saying?” He lifted an 
eyebrow questioningly, “We’ve come all this way. Shouldn’t we take a look inside?” 


Inukai didn’t budge a millimeter despite Tsuji’s pull. 
“What’s wrong, Inukai-senpai?” Tsuji asked worriedly. 


A troubled expression appeared on Inukai’s face before he forced a smile that couldn’t look more 
strained. “Don’t you think this shop is a bit too cute?” he asked, averting his eyes to the side. 


“Tt is indeed well-decorated.” Tsuji agreed. 
“What would they think if two high school boys happily walk into this literal heaven for girls?” 


Tsuji blinked. “Huh?” he blurted out, “What’s the problem with it?” Inukai shot him an 
incredulous look without knowing what to respond. “I don’t see why we should be ashamed of 
buying something from a shop meant for it.” Tsuji said nonchalantly, eyeing the delicious looking 
cream puffs lined up on the shelves. It seemed that they had quite a variety of flavors for cream 
puff; he wondered how they would taste. 


“Well, you aren’t necessarily wrong...” Inukai trailed off, sounding defeated. 


“Let’s go in, Inukai-senpai.” Tsuji urged, putting more strength into his pull and practically 
dragging Inukai with him towards the white and pink door. 


“T should’ ve seen it coming.” Inukai facepalmed. 
“Tm sorry...” Tsuji mumbled apologetically, looking down at the ground. 


As soon as they walked past the door, Tsuji immediately hid behind Inukai when the cake shop 
was filled with female customers. The shop owner was also a young lady, only a few years older 
than Inukai. Therefore, all the exchanges, from greetings, to choosing the cream puffs, to paying, 
and then saying goodbyes were all done by Inukai with a perfect smile on his lips. 


“They probably think that I like sweets so much that I forced you to come with me to such a cute 
cake shop.” Inukai sighed. However, before Tsuji could apologize again, he opened the box, taking 
out a cream puff and handing it to the younger teammate, “This is better worth it.” 


Because they still had dinner coming, it was agreed that only four cream puffs would be purchased 
— two for each. Tsuji got the original and chocolate flavors while Inukai took the matcha and fruit 
ones because he didn’t do well with too much sweetness. 


Still feeling guilty for making Inukai do all the work despite his prior hesitation, Tsuji kept 
glancing at his senpai as they walked down the road, heading home, to check if it was okay for him 
to start eating. 


“Help yourself, Tsuji-chan.” Inukai laughed, bringing a cream puff to his lips, “It’s embarrassing to 
eat if you keep looking at me like that.” 


Mumbling a thank-you, Tsuji then proceeded to take the first bite, and... ascended to the heavens. 
The slight crispiness of the outer crust, the vanilla scent, the smooth texture, creamy taste of the 
fillings, and the mild sweetness when everything mixed together gave a burst of flavor inside his 
mouth, as if they were dancing elegantly on every millimeter of his tongue. 


Only when a hand tapped his shoulder lightly, Tsuji snapped back to reality. He turned to the side 
and was surprised by a camera clicking sound. “What are you doing, Inukai-senpai?” he asked 
confusedly, shielding his face with his free hand. 


“Collecting Shin-chan’s adorable moments.” Inukai said teasingly and put his phone back to his 
pants pocket before Tsuji could reach. 


“Tt’s just me eating.” Tsuji gave his older teammate an exasperated look. 


“ll send you the pictures later.” Inukai grinned mischievously, “So you can see how adorable you 
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are. 
For someone who had been reluctant to walk into a cute place, Inukai was quick to call someone 


else adorable. Tsuji bit back the retort and only rolled his eyes. The next time he bought a hotdog 
for Inukai, he would have his phone ready. 


Ignoring Inukai’s triumphant smile, Tsuji returned to his cream puff and threw it into his mouth 
before remembering he should’ ve savored it slowly. After chewing a few times, he swallowed and 
felt the heavenly taste fading in regret. Then he held out a palm towards Inukai, who quickly gave 
him the chocolate cream puff. 


Learning from his mistake, Tsuji lifted the cream puff to his nose, taking a sniff to remember its 
aroma, before biting and relishing the taste of it ever so carefully. 


It took Tsuji a while to finish his portion, yet Inukai was still nibbling at his first cream puff — the 
fruit flavor. Licking the sugar powder stuck on his fingers, Tsuji couldn’t help glancing at the box 
on Inukai’s other hand, where the last cream puff resided. The chocolate one tasted better than he 
had expected, which made him wonder how the matcha flavored would be. 


No. Tsuji shook his head. That was Inukai’s. Having gone through so many troubles to get him his 
favorite dessert, his senpai deserved both of those. 


“Shin-chan,” Inukai called, holding out the box towards Tsuji, “I don’t think I can finish my second 
cream puff. Can you eat it for me?” 


Even a child could see that Inukai only ate slowly on purpose so he could give away his share. 
However, Tsuji knew better than to reveal it. “Let’s split it.” he said, taking the box from Inukai 
before the older teammate could protest. Then he took the cream puff out, breaking it in half and 
handing a part to his senpai. 


Inukai gave a laughing huff as he received half of the cream puff. Knowing Tsuji’s stubbornness, 
he didn’t even try arguing. 


Tsuji didn’t think much when he offered to share, but as he took a small bite and tasted the mild 
bitterness of matcha in the cream mixture, his gaze moved to Inukai, instinctively looking for a 
reaction. A pleasant surprise was the first emotion, which was soon followed by an approving 
expression. 


“T think I like this taste more than the fruit one.” Inukai said, licking his index finger after finishing 
his share. Then noticing Tsuji’s gaze, he tilted his head playfully, “Regret sharing half of it to me?” 


“No, it’s the opposite. I’m glad we shared it.” said Tsuji, shaking his head. 


Under the sunset, Inukai became more radiant. His dark blonde hair reflected the faint light, and 
whenever a wind ruffled it, it seemed like a waltz of hundreds particles of light. His teal eyes, high 
nose and youthful lips that were always adorned by a smile were more apparent, as if coming 
directly from an artwork. 


“Tnukai-senpai is really handsome, isn’t he?” Words rolled out from Tsuji’s tongue before he could 
think it through. 


As expected, Inukai gave him a clueless look. “That was...” Inukai struggled, seemingly at a loss 
for words, “... out of nowhere.” He scratched the back of his head, grinning bashfully, “I mean, 
I’m aware that ’m handsome but isn’t this the first time Tsuji-chan actually compliments my 
look?” 


“Sorry, I think I’m high on sugar.” Tsuji said quickly, stuffing the remaining of his cream puff into 
his mouth. 


“Oi, don’t say that.” Inukai whined, “It’s rare to receive a compliment from Tsuji-chan. Let me 
enjoy this moment for a little while longer.” 


Tsuji gave his senpai an unamused look. Although Inukai being handsome was a fact, Tsuji still 
couldn’t believe he actually blurted that out. 


“Wait, Tsuji-chan, turn over here.” Inukai suddenly called when Tsuji was about to continue 
walking. 


Probably one of Inukai’s antics again. Tsuji sighed in his stomach but still turned to his senpai. 


“Stay still.” Inukai instructed, reaching his hand towards the younger teammate’s face. Tsuji 
flinched away in reflex. “Stay still, won’t you?” Inukai complained, shortening their distance and 
reaching to Tsuji again. 


As Inukai also leaned in, Tsuji instinctively closed his eyes. A finger brushed against his cheek, 
followed by a moment of silence before a laugh broke out, making him snap open his eyes. 


“Were you expecting something, Shin-chan?” Inukai laughed loudly, holding out his index finger 
where some green cream was stuck to. “This was on your cheek so I just wanted to wipe it for 
you.” he clarified amusedly, “But did I disappoint you somehow?” 


Heat rushed to Tsuji’s face. This stupid habit. He inhaled deeply, resisting the urge to punch 
himself for over-interpreting his senpai’s action. The more Inukai laughed, the more Tsuji wanted 
to dig a hole to hide from this shame. 


Before Tsuji knew it, his hand had reached out, grabbing the older teammate’s wrist, pulling him 
closer. And then, without thinking, he licked the cream on Inukai’s finger, savoring the remaining 
sweetness it offered. 


The laughter stopped instantly, followed by a deafening silence. 


Tsuji was the first to regain his composure. He looked up, thinking of apologizing to his senpai for 
the thoughtless act, yet couldn’t open his mouth. In front of him, Inukai was frozen in place with 
his wrist still in Tsuji’s restraint. A violent blush spread across Inukai’s bewildered face, reaching 
to the tips of his ears. His mouth hung open slightly, failing to even produce a gasp. 


A chuckle escaped Tsuji’s lips, waking Inukai from a daze. The older teammate snapped his head 
away immediately, using his free hand to cover as much of his face as he could. 


“Tsuji-chan is so bold today.” Inukai mumbled embarrassedly, ears still bright red. 


It took everything for Tsuji not to pull out his phone and snap a picture right now. He cleared his 
throat a few times to arrange his thoughts and swallow the comment about how cute his senpai 
was. “I’m sorry.” he said in a controlled voice, “I acted before thinking properly.” 


Still looking away, Inukai whispered something that Tsuji couldn’t quite hear, so he kept staring at 
his senpai, waiting for an answer. “Can you let go of my hand?” Inukai finally asked loudly 
enough, “We’re still on the street. It’s becoming really embarrassing.” 


Loosening his grip instantly but Tsuji didn’t fully release Inukai’s wrist. A strange thought crossed 
his mind. “Why is it embarrassing?” he asked, “Aren’t we dating?” 


Inukai snapped his head back, staring at Tsuji as if he’d grown another head. Then he lowered his 
gaze, covering his mouth with a hand. “Aren’t you quite assertive, Tsuji?” Inukai asked in a low 
voice, sounding half worried, half evasive, “Did something happen at school?” 


Realizing what he was doing, Tsuji hastily freed the older teammate’s hand. “I’m sorry.” he 
apologized, turning away and continuing his walk. 


Inukai immediately ran after Tsuji. “Tsuji-chan?” he called. When the younger teammate didn’t 
reply, he stayed silent. 


They soon reached the crossroad where they usually parted ways. Inukai waved his hand as a silent 
goodbye and walked in the opposite direction. 


“Tnukai-senpai.” 


Not waiting for a second call, Inukai swirled back. “Yes, Tsuji-chan?” he answered with a cheerful 
smile. 


“Thank you for the cream puffs.” Tsuji said, bowing slightly. 


Inukai lifted his eyebrows, seemingly not expecting that. “And I thought Tsuji-chan would tell me 
what was on his mind.” he shrugged, pursing his lips. 


“T just saw something not very pleasant at school. That’s all.” Tsuji said, smiling gently, “But it’s 
nothing to worry about, because Inukai-senpai will always stay by my side, won’t he?” 


Caught off-guard, Inukai avoided his gaze, a shy smile playing on his lips, “What are you talking 
about? Of course I will.” 


Receiving the necessary answer, Tsuji gave a quick bow. “See you tomorrow.” he said before 
turning around and started running towards his house, not missing Inukai’s voice saying goodbye 
behind his back. 


Maybe his classmate was correct after all. 
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Trapped between his younger teammate and the wall, forced to look at the pair of purple eyes from 
a close distance, Inukai finally understood why he shouldn’t joke around too much or forget to tie 
up loose ends. 


“Shall we talk first?” Inukai asked nervously, putting on a smile that probably didn’t make the cut. 
Especially, when Tsuji was involved. 


“T’m listening, Inukai-senpai.” 


Fifteen minutes ago, after another win in the rank war, all three members of Ninomiya squad were 
transported back to the bailout room. 


It wasn't a once in a lifetime thing but it had been some time since the last time they had achieved a 
complete victory against B-rank top squads. Ninomiya still wore his indifferent expression but 
based on the praise he gave the squad, Inukai knew his leader was quite happy. 


Of course, Inukai was proud of his performance, but he had Tsuji to thank for achieving such a 
feat. If not for Tsuji’s first-rate supporting ability, he would have been shot down pretty early in 
that match. Therefore, after making sure Ninomiya had left the room, he threw himself at Tsuji for 
a bear hug. 


“Thanks, Tsuji-chan.” Inukai chirped cheerfully, “You really saved me there. Do you want 
dorayakis or cream puffs? I will buy you some on the way home.” 


Because Tsuji didn’t react, Inukai released his hug, worried that he might overstep some boundary. 
The Tsuji he knew wouldn’t be upset over simple matters like this, but anyone could have a bad 
day, even the most composed people. Better safe than sorry. 


Taking a few steps back to have a full view of his younger teammate, Inukai then tilted his head to 
the side, calling: “Tsuji-chan?” 


Tsuji met his eyes, looking fairly normal, not agitated or anything. “That was a good match.” he 
said, smiling faintly, “Well done, Inukai-senpai.” 


“So you’re happy after all?” Inukai puffed his cheeks, putting his hands on his hips, “You could’ ve 


hugged me back to show that, you know?” 
“Sorry, I was surprised.” Tsuji apologized then opened his arms, “Come here, Inukai-senpai.” 


Inukai wanted to say he was joking but Tsuji was too sincere to deserve that, so he took a step 
forward and shamelessly dove into his teammate’s embrace. 


Wow... this was more embarrassing than Inukai had expected. He used to be the one initiating the 
hugs; and it was just him clinging to Tsuji most of the time. The younger teammate hardly returned 
the gesture. Therefore, mutual hugging like this felt quite different from what he had imagined. 


Because they had changed back to their flesh bodies right after the transportation, Inukai could feel 
Tsuji’s warmth through a few layers of clothes. In contrast to Tsuji’s steady heartbeats were 
Inukai’s slightly quicker ones; and the more he was conscious of their position, the faster his pulses 
became. 


Calm down. Inukai reminded himself as he inhaled deeply, which backfired him badly because that 
breath was filled with Tsuji’s scent. 


“L-Let’s go out!” Inukai stuttered, “Ninomiya-san and Hiyami-chan are waiting for us.” 


The hug was loosened, enough for Inukai to take a step backwards, but Tsuji quickly grabbed his 
shoulders before he could retreat any further. Startled but Inukai simply smiled and tilted his head 
to the side innocently when Tsuji stared at him without saying anything. 


“How can I help you, Tsuji-chan?” Inukai started, knowing it would take longer if he just waited it 
out. 


Tsuji opened his mouth but no sound came out, so he pressed his lips together and looked to the 
side. 


“Tsuji-chan?” Inukai tried again, slightly worried. 


“Tt’s the third match already.” Tsuji’s voice was finally audible, still very low but enough for 
Inukai to catch it. 


“Ah yes, it’s the third match of this season right?” Inukai agreed, “A perfect victory this early, I'd 
say we’ ve done pretty well.” 


“Won’t you kiss me anymore?” 


Inukai was planning to keep agreeing with whatever Tsuji said so they wouldn’t waste more time 
but his voice refused to come out. Wait, before jumping to any conclusion, he had to make this 
clear first. The shameful misunderstanding on the rooftop was enough for this life, he didn’t need 
another. 


“T don’t think I’ve heard your question correctly.” Inukai said calmly, “Do you mind repeating it?” 


Surprise flashed through Tsuji’s expression before he regained his composure and looked directly 
into Inukai’s eyes. “This has been the third rank war since we started the experimental date; and 
you still haven’t given me a thank-you kiss even once.” Tsuji said, eyebrows furrowed, before 
looking down, “I'll always come to save you regardless, but if I did something wrong, I hope 
Inukai-senpai will tell me directly.” 


“Wait wait, Tsuji-chan.” Inukai hastily responded, lifting Tsuji’s head up so their eyes could meet, 


“You didn’t do anything wrong. I can guarantee that.” 
“But-” 


“T just need some time to sort out my thoughts. That’s all.” Inukai explained, scratching his cheek, 
smiling wryly. 


Tsuji’s glum expression lit up in an instant. “What’s troubling you, Inukai-senpai?” he asked with 
concern. 


“Release me first, will you?” Inukai pointed at the hands squeezing his shoulders. Tsuji let go right 
away. Straightening his shirt, Inukai took a step back, clearing his throat. “Where to start now?” he 
held his chin, eyebrows wrinkled. “I thought we’ re over that phase already.” he said, gesturing his 
hand vaguely, “You know, the kiss was meant as a joke at first, but now that we’re dating — or 
experimentally dating, I figure I shouldn’t do that carelessly anymore, especially over a flimsy 
excuse like a thank-you.” 


“T see.” Tsuji gave an understanding nod, “How about the kiss at the end of our first date?” 
“Tt meant I love you.” Inukai said, grinning teasingly. 
Tsuji gave him an unamused look. 


“Okay, not exactly,” Inukai shrugged, “but it was to show my appreciation because you’d given 
me the best date ever.” 


“Tt’s still a thank-you, no matter how you twist the words.” Tsuji pointed out. 


That wouldn’t get past Tsuji, would that? Inukai let out a sigh in his stomach but retained the smile 
on his face. “It’s different.” he said confidently, like a professor giving a lecture. 


“How?” Tsuji lifted an eyebrow. 


“Our feelings at that moment.” Inukai raised his index finger, making his point, “You might not be 
aware of it, but I could clearly see the affection in your eyes, and because I also felt the same way, 
it was the perfect moment for a kiss.” 


The younger teammate looked like he had gone through enlightenment while Inukai secretly 
released the breath he was holding. Somehow he had managed to survive this dangerous situation, 
all thanks to his quick-wittedness. However, it meant he needed a plan to counter similar questions 
in the future. No more taking it easy. 


“Then if our feelings match, we can kiss without any excuses?” 
What? 


Lifting his gaze that had fallen to the ground, Inukai instinctively backed away, finding his black- 
haired teammate right in front of him. Tsuji immediately advanced, making the older teammate 
retreat even further. 


After a few more steps, Inukai’s back touched the wall and Tsuji stood before him again with a 
determined look. They stared at each other for a few seconds before Inukai tried taking a step to 
the side, hoping to reach the door to the Operator room before... what? He wasn’t sure because 
Tsuji’s expression betrayed nothing. 


Before Inukai could complete even half a step, Tsuji’s hand slammed on the wall beside his head, 
blocking his escape. 


“Why are you avoiding me, Inukai-senpai?” 


Even in Inukai’s wildest dream, he wouldn’t expect to be cornered like this, especially by his shy 
and reserved teammate. Okay, Tsuji might not be very shy with him, because they’d known each 
other for quite some time already, but him being aggressive like this was surely the first. 


However, it seemed that Tsuji himself wasn’t aware of his current threatening position because he 
was still waiting calmly for Inukai to speak. Therefore, as a reliable senpai, he should regain his 
composure and discuss this matter thoroughly without revealing his own panic. 


Clearing his throat, Inukai then put on another more convincing smile. “Okay, let’s clear up the 
misunderstanding here.” he started gracefully, “I’m not avoiding you, Tsuji-chan.” 


Silence reigned in the bailout room, enough to tell Inukai how persuasive he was. 
“You clearly are.” Tsuji said flatly, giving the older teammate an unimpressed look. 


“T’m just respecting your personal space.” Inukai tried to grin more widely, knowing how 
ridiculous he was sounding. 


“After you just hugged me out of the blue?” Tsuji lifted an eyebrow. 
“Well...” Inukai averted his eyes to the side. 
“Tnukai-senpai,” Tsuji called, making Inukai look back, “Was my conclusion correct?” 


“What conclusion?” Inukai played dumb, or rather, was trying to buy time so his brain could 
construct the best answer. 


“According to what you said, as long as our feelings match, we can kiss?” Tsuji repeated his earlier 
opinion with a straight face. 


Inukai didn’t know how his younger teammate had come to such a conclusion when all he had 
been trying to say was how to differentiate the kisses they had had. Sometimes, Tsuji’s logic 
simply surpassed Inukai’s comprehensive ability and he just had to accept it; for example: the 
argument they had had about the location for their first date. 


“Tt’s true that I’ve said something to that effect.” Inukai acknowledged, “But your conclusion is 
flawed.” He raised his index finger, physically pointing out, “For example, if we both hate each 
other, the feelings are mutual, but there’s no way we can kiss, is there?” 


“But I will never hate Inukai-senpai.” Tsuji said instantly. 


Clasping a hand over his mouth, Inukai inadvertently averted his eyes to the side. The way Tsuji 
said that without a moment of hesitation... “I-It’s just an example.” he stuttered, hating how his 
emotion got the better of him in a brief moment. But who wouldn’t be touched, listening to such a 
sincere statement? 


“T got your point though.” said Tsuji with an understanding look, “Negative feelings are excluded, 
I suppose.” 


“You got it.” Inukai nodded proudly. 


“So that means...” Tsuji smiled gently, touching Inukai’s cheek with his free hand, “... if my 
feelings towards Inukai-senpai is positive, I can kiss you?” 


The coolness from the tips of Tsuji’s fingers revealed the heat built up on Inukai’s cheeks. He 
almost couldn’t find his breath for a second. “It depends on what feelings we’re having...” he said, 
trying to sound composed but hearing his voice shaking in nervousness. 


“T adore you.” Tsuji whispered, leaning in so his message would be properly conveyed, “How 
about you, Inukai-senpai? What feelings are you having?” 


Inukai opened his mouth but nothing came out. His heart hammered in his chest, his breathing 
becoming rapid as his eyes were locked with a pair of amethyst eyes staring deep into the core of 
his being. 


What feelings was he having? Hell if Inukai knew! Although he had been saying ‘I love you’ to 
Tsuji on a daily basis — and he meant it every time, this situation was different. He wasn’t used to 
being serious outside of work, so the invisible pressure froze his tongue and prevented him from 
saying anything carelessly. It would be easy to just blurt out that he felt the same way, but did he? 


“Tnukai, Tsuji. What takes you two so long?” 


Never in Inukai’s life was he that startled when the door leading to the Operator room opened. 
Tsuji seemed to experience the same fright as they scrambled away from each other and turned 
back to greet the newly emerged Ninomiya from the opposite corners of the room. 


“Sorry, we’re coming right away.” Inukai and Tsuji said in unison, earning a disapproving look 
from their squad captain. 


“T’ve already finished discussing with Hiyami.” Ninomiya said coldly, turning on his heel, “I have 
a meeting to attend. You three can go home after Hiyami briefed you two on everything 
necessary.” 


“Yes, sir!” 


When the meeting was over, Inukai hurried home, not forgetting to throw back a random reason 
like cooking duty was on him today so he had to run. Tsuji and Hiyami probably saw through that 
lie but none of them tried to stop the older teammate. 


Inukai knew it was cowardly of him to run away from Tsuji like that without giving a proper 
answer, but he couldn’t help it. No matter how hard he pondered on that question, he came up 
empty handed. For other people, he could simply lie and tell them what they wanted to hear, but 
Tsuji was special. He deserved an honest answer, which Inukai was currently incapable to deliver. 


And since then, Inukai had subconsciously started avoiding Tsuji. 


Their classes were far from each other so meeting by chance was actually rare. At noon, Inukai 
joined some random group of classmates for lunch so he wouldn’t accidentally wander and be 
found at his and Tsuji’s usual spots. When classes ended, he bolted straight home instead of 
waiting at the school gate. 


Obviously, they still have to meet for defense duty, but it wasn’t hard keeping their conversation 


minimum and only work-related when Ninomiya was around. After the report, Inukai would make 
an excuse to go home early. 


Just like that, two days passed without any personal exchanges between Inukai and his supposed 
experimental lover. From the outside, Inukai seemed normal, or almost normal to everyone. He 
still smiled and joked like nothing had happened. But he literally withered inside. Days felt empty 
and nights were exhausting. 


Why was he doing this? Why couldn’t he just pretend that he felt the same way as Tsuji and get 
this over with? Tsuji was clueless about dating matters; he wouldn’t be able to tell the difference 
anyway... 


... but it wasn’t right to lie, especially when Tsuji trusted him wholeheartedly and went along with 
his nonsense without a moment of hesitation. It was Inukai’s responsibility to respond to that trust 
with sincerity. 


Having been lost in thoughts, Inukai was startled by his phone ringing. Dropping his phone on the 
bed out of surprise, he jumped backwards and almost fell to the floor if not for his fast reflex. After 
returning to his original position, Inukai picked up his phone, checking, and found a message. 


‘Strategy meeting: 8:00 a.m. Saturday.’ 


It was from Ninomiya. Inukai let out a sigh of relief. He thought it was Tsuji and was about to 
come up with one thousand excuses not to answer. 


Still, wasn’t it too early to have a strategy meeting? Their next rank war would be on Wednesday 
next week. Going by their usual schedule, the strategy meeting would happen on either Monday or 
Tuesday. Maybe Ninomiya had come up with some new ideas and wanted to test them? Probably. 


“You’re five minutes late, Inukai.” 


Was Ninomiya’s greeting when Inukai rushed into the operational room. Thanks to the physical 
ability of the trion body, it was only five minutes late. If Ninomiya knew he’d woken up at seven 
forty, it wouldn’t be just a reminder. 


“Sorry, I accidentally turned off my alarm.” Inukai apologized with a sheepish smile, scratching 
the back of his head. The truth was that he had forgotten to set an alarm because his head had been 
in the clouds for as long as he had been avoiding Tsuji. But Ninomiya didn’t need to know that. 
“Shall we begin the meeting?” he asked, taking a seat at the table beside Tsuji out of habit. 


“T’m sorry for summoning you three here on your day off on such short notice.” Ninomiya started 
politely, “There is something I want to raise your concern about.” He stopped, looking at Inukai, 
making the blonde agent stiffen, and then moved his gaze to Tsuji, who also unconsciously 
straightened his already straight back. “Inukai, Tsuji. Are you two fighting?” 


What?! 
Inukai instinctively glanced at Tsuji, who returned his look with a similarly surprised one. 


“No way,” Inukai spoke up first, waving his hand dismissively. ““There’s no way that we’re 
fighting, right, Tsuji-chan?” He threw an arm around Tsuji’s shoulders as a demonstration. 


The following silence from the black-haired teammate was deafening. 


Inukai awkwardly retracted his hand and lowered his head under Ninomiya’s cold glare. “I’m 
sorry...” he mumbled apologetically. 


“T'm not criticizing you two for fighting. In fact, you still perform well during your defense mission 
despite the friction, which is commendable.” Ninomiya shoved his hands into his pants pockets, 
“However, I prefer to have you two in the best condition before the next match. So sort out your 
differences here, I'll give you thirty minutes.” He ordered and walked towards the door leading to 
the hallway, “Hiyami, come with me.” 


“Yes, sir.” Hiyami quickly followed the squad leader. 


Left alone with Tsuji, Inukai took a deep breath to maintain his composure before leaving his seat, 
going to the kitchenette. “Do you want some tea, Tsuji-chan?” he asked, looking over his shoulders 
with a smile. 


The black-haired teammate jumped a little then remained silent. 
“T will take that as a yes.” Inukai said, trying to sound as natural as possible. 


He planned to take bottled oolong tea from the fridge but they ran out so he settled for the ginger 
tea he found in the cupboard. Putting tea bags into two white cups, he then poured hot water in and 
brought them back to the table. Placing a cup in front of Tsuji, Inukai chose the opposite seat this 
time and sat down, gazing at his younger teammate across the table. 


Tsuji fidgeted for a few seconds before looking up, meeting his senpai’s eyes, seemingly having 
made up his mind. 


Inukai cleared his throat, masking his nervousness with a friendly smile. “Tsuji-chan,” he called. 
“Tnukai-senpai,” Tsuji also started at the same time, in a low voice. 

The overlapped speeches surprised them for a second, but none wanted to back out now. 

“T’m sorry for avoiding you, Tsuji-chan.” 

“T’m sorry for avoiding you, Inukai-senpai.” 


They said in unison again, bowing their heads. A few seconds passed in silence before they both 
snapped their heads up, looking at each other incredulously. 


“Wait, were you avoiding me?” Inukai was the first to ask. 


Tsuji nodded slowly with an alarmed expression. “So was Inukai-senpai?” he confirmed 
reluctantly. 


Inukai also gave a nod. An amused laugh escaped his lips. Because he had been too busy focusing 
on finding a way to escape Tsuji, he hadn’t noticed that Tsuji had never tried to stop him even 
once. So they had been doing the same thing without realizing. 


“We have the same way of thinking after all.” Inukai burst out laughing, leaning on the back rest of 
his chair. 


Tsuji was surprised but it didn’t take long for him to start chuckling also. 


The laughing ceased after a while. Tsuji took a sip from his cup of ginger tea while Inukai was 
blowing on the water surface to cool his tea first. “You can start first, Tsuji-chan.” Inukai offered, 


checking the tea temperature with his lips, “Tell me why you avoided me.” 


Tsuji crossed his arms, leaning on the table. “I thought I made Inukai-senpai angry.” he said, 
sounding uncertain. 


“Huh?” Inukai blurted out, “How so?” 


“T kept selfishly demanding a kiss when you clearly weren’t comfortable with it.” Tsuji lowered his 
head, his eyebrows knitted into a line. 


“T wouldn’t say I wasn’t comfortable with kissing you.” Inukai cut in, “TI like it, actually.” 
“But you were running away from me.” Tsuji continued, still staring at the table. 


“Because I didn’t expect Tsuji-chan to demand those thank-you kisses that I practically forced 
upon you before.” Inukai explained. Well, that wasn’t the entire reason, but this would be sufficient 
for now. 


The tips of Tsuji’s ears turned red. He mumbled something but Inukai couldn’t hear it. They were 
in their trion bodies but maybe Tsuji forgot to think of the recipient for his message. 


“T can’t hear you, Tsuji-chan.” Inukai reminded him. 


Tsuji cleared his throat awkwardly and lifted his head. His cheeks were slightly flushed. “I never 
said I hated your thank-you kisses, did I?” he asked, which Inukai acknowledged with a nod. “I 
actually... like them.” Tsuji admitted, his cheeks growing pinker, “I was proud of the fact that I 
could read Inukai-senpai better through those kisses. But then after we started the trial date, you 
suddenly stopped kissing me.” 


“T still do-” 


“T’m aware.” Tsuji interrupted. “But I think I miss those moments when I could understand Inukai- 
senpai without observing him closely.” 


Inukai took a big gulp from his cup of tea and nearly burnt his tongue. But at least, it could serve as 
an excuse as his face got hotter and hotter the more he listened to Tsuji’s reason. He really had no 
idea that his honest emotions had been laid bare every time he’d shared a brief kiss with Tsuji in 
the bailout room. How embarrassing... 


“T see,” Inukai said, coughing to cover for his embarrassment. “You thought that I was angry so 
you avoided me, hoping that I would forget it after some time?” he swiftly changed the topic 
before Tsuji started noticing his blush. 


“No, I just...” Tsuji pressed his lips together, averting his eyes to the side, “... don’t know how to 
apologize to Inukai-senpai.” 


“Eh?” Inukai tilted his head to the side confusedly. 
“T’ve never seen you mad at anyone, so...” Tsuji trailed off, looking troubled. 
“So you were scared?” Inukai supplied. 


Tsuji nodded ever so reluctantly, probably not wanting to admit his cowardice. Had they been in a 
different situation, Inukai wouldn’t have wasted such a golden chance to tease his adorable kouhai. 
However, there was only one appropriate action to take right now. 


Standing up, Inukai reached across the table and patted Tsuji’s head gently. “Don’t worry, Shin- 
chan,” he soothed, “If I ever get angry at you, I guarantee that you will know right away.” 


Tsuji lifted his head to meet Inukai’s eyes. “You will tell me?” he asked. 
“T will probably punch you right in the face.” Inukai crossed his arms, smiling cheerfully. 


Stupefied for a few seconds, Tsuji then snorted out a laugh. “Right,” he nodded, “I'll remember to 
do the same.” 


“Let’s hope that won’t happen to any of us.” Inukai grinned. 


When Tsuji seemed cheered up, Inukai sat back down and took a sip from his already cooled tea. It 
was totally his fault that Tsuji had hesitated to apologize. Imagine being blatantly avoided by the 
person whom you thought you had angered. There was no way Tsuji wouldn't have felt 
apprehensive about approaching Inukai. 


“Tt’s your turn now, Inukai-senpai.” Tsuji said in a more relaxed tone, “Please tell me the reason 
why you avoided me.” 


And Inukai had thought he could get away with this. Of course it wouldn’t be that easy, would it? 
“It’s kinda embarrassing, to be honest.” Inukai scratched his cheeks, smiling shyly. 
“Tt’s just us here. No one will judge you. Don’t worry.” Tsuji encouraged. 


It’s embarrassing because you’re here. Of course Inukai could never say that so he simply agreed 
with Tsuji. “So... the reason why I avoided you was that...” Inukai made a long hum, arranging 
the words in his mind so he wouldn’t sound ridiculous, “... I don’t know how to respond to your 
feelings.” 


Tsuji blinked. “Come again?” he asked, seemingly uncertain of what he had heard, “Please.” 


Inukai lowered his head, hoping his hair would cover as much of his face as possible. “I don’t have 
an answer for your question in the bailout room.” he whispered, making sure it was loud enough 
for Tsuji to listen to. “I mean...” he lifted his head, frowning, “What do you mean by ‘I adore 
you’?” 


“Tt means what it means?” Tsuji tilted his head to the side confusedly, “Inukai-senpai is very 
important to me, so I adore you with all my heart.” He put a hand on his chest, sending his senpai a 
sincere smile. 


That explained nothing... The corner of Inukai’s mouth tweaked as he was unsure if he should get 
annoyed or feel warm with Tsuji’s answer. If only Tsuji could specify in which way he liked — no, 
adored — Inukai, it would make things thousands times easier. But more than anyone, Inukai knew 
Tsuji couldn’t, and that was why he had to work this out by himself. 


“T got it, kind of.” Inukai nodded vaguely, earning a clueless look from his younger teammate. 
“Basically, I can’t tell if I lik- I adore you like you do to me, so I avoided you while trying to figure 
out the answer.” he said quickly. 


“T see,” Tsuji gave an understanding nod, “So did you find the answer?” 


“Well...” Inukai shrugged, “Going by your definition, then yes, I feel the same way. Shin-chan is a 
very important person and will always reside in my heart.” Wow. How wasn’t Tsuji embarrassed by 


his speech? Inukai sure wanted to dig a hole to hide from his own cheesy lines. 


However, his sacrifice was worth it because Tsuji seemed delighted upon hearing the answer. His 
face was still composed but Inukai could see light sparkling from deep inside his pair of amethyst 
eyes. Then all of the sudden, Tsuji stood up, circling around the table to stand beside Inukai. 


“What’s the matter-” 


Before Inukai could finish his question, Tsuji cupped his cheeks, bending down, and planted a kiss 
on his lips. 


It was quick and tasted like ginger. 


Tsuji pulled back right away, like how Inukai had always done in his thank-you kisses, and gave 
his senpai a satisfied smile. “Our positive feelings matched, so I supposed it was the perfect time 
for a kiss.” he said, applying exactly what Inukai had taught him. 


However, Inukai failed to respond. He couldn’t even think coherently. Remaining frozen with his 
eyes staring at Tsuji, Inukai still couldn’t believe what had just happened. The quick kiss replayed 
again and again in his mind like a broken movie. Only when Tsuji tapped his shoulder gently, 
asking if he was okay, reality came crashing down on Inukai. 


Clasping both hands over his mouth, Inukai unknowingly shook Tsuji’s hand off and backed away 
as much as he could in a sitting position. His face literally burnt up while his heart was hammering 
loudly by his ears. 


“Tnukai-senpai-” 
“Give me a warning before doing that!” Inukai yelled through his hands. 
“But you’ ve never warned me before.” Tsuji protested. 


“Didn’t I tell you it’s different when you initiate it?” Inukai turned away, refusing to show anymore 
of his embarrassing expression. 


Tsuji remained silent for a while before asking: “Because it feels real?” 


Taking a deep breath, Inukai willed himself to calm down. “Yes,” he said in a more controlled 
voice but was still unable to turn around yet. 


“Tt should be.” 
“Huh?” Inukai blurted out unintelligibly, snapping his head towards Tsuji. 
“Tt should feel real, because it is real.” Tsuji said firmly. 


Inukai blinked a few times before averting his eyes to the side. “Well, you have a point, but...” he 
paused, not knowing what to argue. Tsuji wasn’t wrong. He had started this whole experimental 
date to check if he was serious about his kisses. If he kept wishing they were a joke, then what was 
the point of everything they had done? 


“Why doesn’t Inukai-senpai try kissing me this time?” Tsuji suggested, sitting on the chair beside 
Inukai, “You’re still two kisses short for thanking me.” 


“Aren’t you being pushy today?” Inukai mumbled, sending the younger teammate a sideways look. 


“Because I learnt that Inukai-senpai also likes our kisses, so why not?” Tsuji tilted his head to the 
side with a slight smile. 


This was the price for messing with Tsuji’s innocence. Inukai thought bitterly. Why had he started 
that kiss joke? Then again, regretting his past actions wasn’t Inukai’s way of living. “Fine,” he 
huffed, standing up so he could at least feel like he was in control of the flow. 


Holding Tsuji’s cheek with a hand, Inukai shortened their distance slowly and closed his eyes when 
their lips touched. How he missed this sensation. 


They parted after a second or two. Inukai couldn’t help but give his younger teammate an 
exasperated smile, which Tsuji responded with a rare grin. 


“Does it still feel like a joke to you, Inukai-senpai?” 

“Hardly,” Inukai shrugged. 

“One more time then.” Tsuji requested. 

“Okay,” Inukai gave a laughing huff, “One kiss short, right?” 

As Inukai leaned in again, the operational room door opened. 

“Time’s up.” Ninomiya’s voice came from the outside. 

Tsuji immediately pulled back, “It’s Ninomiya-san-” 

Not letting Tsuji finish his warning, Inukai grabbed his tie, pulling him back to finish the kiss. 
“Did you two reconcile-” Ninomiya halted. 


From the corner of his eyes, Inukai could see the squad captain clearing his throat awkwardly at 
the doorway; so he pulled back right away, sending Tsuji a triumphant smile before turning back to 
greet Ninomiya. 


“Yes, we’re good now, Ninomiya-san.” Inukai said cheerfully, waving his hand. 


Ninomiya rolled his eyes. “I can see that.” he said, wearing an expression saying he wanted nothing 
more than getting out of here in an instant. And he did swirl around, walking straight out, “The 
meeting is over. You’re dismissed.” 


As soon as the door closed, Inukai threw his head back and burst out laughing. “Did you see that? 
Ninomiya-san’s expression was priceless.” he said in the middle of his laughter, smacking Tsuji’s 
shoulder. 


“Tt’s not funny, Inukai-senpai.” Tsuji scolded, earning him a fake innocent look from Inukai. “Why 
didn’t you stop when you clearly knew Ninomiya-san would see that?” 


Inukai’s smile widened. “Didn’t I tell you that I wouldn’t mind the audience?” 


And Tsuji was speechless. 


Having his sweet little revenge, Inukai was skipping on the way back home while Tsuji was 
pondering on something. 


“Tnukai-senpai,” Tsuji suddenly called so they both stopped walking. Inukai gave him a curious 
look. “I don’t think a thank-you is a bad reason for a kiss.” 


That was out of nowhere. Inukai swallowed the comment. “No it isn’t,” Inukai shrugged, “Why?” 


“T still can’t figure out why you stopped giving me thank-you kisses when we both like it.” Tsuji 
explained, looking so serious that people might think he was discussing a strategy instead of such a 
random topic. “You said you don’t want to kiss over a flimsy excuse like a thank-you, but there’s 
nothing wrong with it.” 


“Ah that.” Inukai finally could recall the conversation. He had just made things up at that moment 
to sound reasonable. There wasn’t any deep meaning behind those words. However, there was no 
way he could admit that without losing some respect from Tsuji. Time to put his wits to work 
again. “You know, I just don’t want Shin-chan to think that it’s a simple thank-you every time we 
kiss, because no, I don’t kiss everyone I want to thank.” Inukai said with a smile like he had put a 
lot of thought into that, “If you take our kiss as a thank-you, then I want you to think that it’s a 
thank-you for Shin-chan only.” 


Wow, Inukai couldn’t deny he was impressed by his own eloquence despite not having anything 
prepared beforehand. He should eat more food that was nutritious for his brain as a reward for its 
contribution. 


Yet, there was no response from Tsuji, which stopped Inukai from self-complementing and pulled 
his attention to the younger teammate. Tsuji had a hand over his mouth, eyes slightly widened as if 
he had seen or heard something unbelievable. 


“Earth to Tsuji-” 


“T didn’t expect Inukai-senpai to be that romantic.” Tsuji interrupted with an astounded expression. 
“You really put a lot of care into our relationship, don’t you?” 


“What?” Inukai blurted out, suddenly overcome by an unknown embarrassment. 


“T thought a kiss wasn’t anything more than waving a hand to you, yet you’re actually quite 
particular about it.” Tsuji averted his eyes to the side, pink dusting his cheeks, ““That’s kind of... 
cute, I think.” 


“D-Don’t blush like that. You’re making me embarrassed too!” Inukai stuttered, feeling heat 
rushing to his face. “And don’t call me cute!” 


“But Inukai-senpai does that to me all the time.” Tsuji protested. 


“Tt’s different when you do it.” 
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It was that time of the year again. 


Sitting in class, Tsuji always had to strain his ears to pick up even the quietest conversation, so that 
whenever his name came up, he would immediately escape from the classroom with every 
plausible excuse before someone could call out to him. He wasn’t and would never be ready for a 
one-on-one conversation with a girl, especially someone who harbored feelings for him. Therefore, 
it was better to prevent it from happening rather than rudely run away from it. 


Tsuji had survived this day every year skillfully, he could do this again this year. 
... or so he had thought... 
“Tsuji-kun, do you have a moment?” 


A group of girls greeted Tsuji cheerily at the school back gate — the secret route he always took in 
an emergency because it was built for teachers and school staff while students used the main gate. 
It wasn’t like students were forbidden to come here, but it was quite far from the school buildings, 
so no one bothered using it. That was why Tsuji was quite confident that he would be safe, yet it 
seemed he was too naive. 


“T-I...” he stammered timidly, taking a shaky step backwards in hope of widening the distance 
from the girls. His face grew hotter and hotter in both embarrassment and nervousness. 
“Tsuji-kun! Found you!” 

A small hand grabbed Tsuji by the elbow. And all his anxiety vanished just as he caught a glimpse 
of the platinum hair. 


“Let’s go,” Hiyami said quickly, pulling Tsuji away from the group of girls, heading in the 
direction of the main gate. 


It took the girls a few seconds to process what had just happened before they called out to both 
Tsuji and Hiyami, who were already several steps ahead. “W-Wait! You’re Hiyami in class A, 
right?” one of the girls asked, chasing after the pair, “What’s your relationship with Tsuji-kun?” 


Tsuji wished he could feign deaf and keep walking but Hiyami stopped him. Right... He couldn’t 
be that impolite, could he? 


Turning halfway around, Hiyami gave the girl an indifferent look. “I’m under no obligation to 
explain that to you.” Then she bowed her head slightly, “We have to go now. Thank you for your 
understanding.” and continued to pull Tsuji forward. 


When they were far enough, Tsuji glanced over his shoulders and slightly felt bad when the girl 


was still standing frozen like a statue in the middle of the yard. 
“Hiyami-san, those words were a bit...” Tsuji whispered. 


Hiyami looked up to meet his eyes. ““They’re magic words Ninomiya-san taught me so I can deal 
with unwanted conversations.” she said with a soft smile, “They worked wonder.” 


As in to push people away from you forever? Tsuji swallowed his question. He guessed neither 
Hiyami nor Ninomiya cared about that matter. 


On the way to Border HQ to attend the last strategy meeting for tomorrow's rank war, Hiyami 
filled Tsuji in on how she had found him. 


“Tnukai-senpai sent me a message saying you'd be at the back gate around fifteen minutes after 
class and asked me to go get you because you might be in trouble.” 


It was kind of scary that Inukai even knew the exact time, but considering the time they had 
worked together, the older teammate should be familiar with how Tsuji planned his moves. 
Leaving right away would make him run into someone by accident because people were going out 
of their classes, and leaving too late would guarantee the girls more chances to catch him. 
Therefore fifteen minute of waiting would lessen the number of people in the hallway and he could 
sneak out unnoticed. Well, he had failed, but theoretically, that was how it worked. 


They arrived at the HQ ten minutes later by going through a direct route installed near their school. 
Tsuji could finally let out a breath of relief. Hiyami patted his upper arm quietly as a comfort. 


“Thanks, Hiyami-san.” Tsuji said, bowing his head slightly, to which Hiyami only waved her hand, 
saying it was nothing. 


The bag on Tsuji’s shoulder was much heavier than usual, thanks to the gifts people had stuffed in 

when he had left the classroom for lunch. It would be rude to the givers if he left these at school so 
Tsuji brought them with him to the operational room. Hopefully, his squadmates would have better 
ideas to deal with them. 


“Thanks for your hard work, Hiyami-chan.” As soon as Tsuji pushed the squad room door open, 
Inukai’s voice sounded, “And good job surviving Valentine, Tsuji-chan.” 


Yes, it was Valentine's Day — the one day of a year reminding Tsuji that his good look was more of 
a curse than a blessing. 


Wait, talking about good looking... Tsuji frowned almost instantly when he saw a mountain — yes, 
it wasn’t an exaggeration — of gift boxes on the table of the main room. Inukai was sitting there, 
unwrapping each box and writing down something in his small notebook. 


“What are you doing, Inukai-senpai?” Tsuji asked when he walked to the chair beside his older 
teammate, putting down his heavy school bag. Hiyami gave a simple greeting and went to the 
Operator room. 


“Just taking notes of the chocolate and its giver.” Inukai said nonchalantly as he noted down 
another name and some simple traits of the chocolate like its appearance or flavor. 


“Why?” Tsuji picked up an already unwrapped box, turning it around to check if there was any 
information printed on the cover like the chocolate boxes sold in a supermarket. “And how do you 


tell the flavor without eating?” 


“Tt’s my side effect.” Inukai grinned, earning a doubtful look from Tsuji, “I’m joking. They’re the 
same as last year, or the previous year, and since the attitude of the giver towards me hasn’t 
changed, I figure it would be the same.” He opened another box, taking out a piece of chocolate 
and throwing it into his mouth, “Ill taste them if they seem different.” Rolling the piece in his 
mouth, Inukai churned his face a bit, “Ow, it’s bitter.” 


“T see,” Tsuji acknowledged and took a seat beside Inukai, “You still haven’t answered my first 
question.” 


It took Inukai a few seconds to swallow before he started working on the next box. “It’s just 
courtesy.” he said, smiling gently, “When you give something to someone, you would want to hear 
their comment about it. So even if I can’t finish these chocolates, I want to give proper responses to 
the givers when they ask me.” 


Tsuji’s eyes widened a little. He knew Inukai was meticulous, but wasn’t this a whole new level of 
dedication? Based on the way Inukai kept writing without stopping to think, he really remembered 
which gift box belonged to whom, and could even recall the flavor from last year or the year 
before. “I don’t remember seeing you doing this last year.” Tsuji said. 


“T did it at home.” Inukai answered without looking at the younger teammate as he was busy 
unwrapping another gift, “We didn’t have a meeting on Valentine's Day last year.” 


“How long have you been doing this?” 


“Since the second year of middle school, I think.” Inukai held his chin in contemplation, “My 
sisters caught me sharing the chocolates I received to my friends, so they taught me the proper way 
to appreciate a gift.” He leaned on the backrest, “It was tedious at first, to be honest; but 
eventually, I started to enjoy doing this. When you look at a gift and the way it’s given, you can 
understand a lot more about a person and know the right way to communicate with them.” 


“So this is how you keep getting confessed to.” 


Smacking a hand to his mouth upon realizing what he had just said, Tsuji quickly averted his eyes 
to the side when Inukai turned to look at him. 


“Maybe?” Inukai said amusedly, “Did you see it by chance? Because I don’t recall ever telling 
Tsuji-chan about the confessions.” 


Pressing his lips together, Tsuji weighed the choices in his head. “My classroom is two stories 
above the confession spot in the backyard.” he decided to be honest. The location of his classroom 
wasn’t a secret anyway. “So yes, I’ve seen you there several times already.” 


Inukai’s mouth made an ‘Oh’, seemingly just realizing that fact. “I never noticed.” he said, “But 
now that you’ve mentioned it, isn’t that convenient?” 


“Convenient?” Tsuji lifted an eyebrow. 


“You see, if I get another confession there, I can just look up and say “Can you make it quick? My 
boyfriend is waiting up there.’” Inukai said with a teasing grin, “When they see you, no further 
explanation is needed.” 


A moment of silence passed by before Inukai broke out laughing. 


“T’m joking of course.” Inukai said in the middle of his laughter, “There’s no way I’d ruin Shin- 
chan’s high school life like that.” 


“Tt’s fine. I don’t mind.” Tsuji said immediately. 


Inukai’s laugh halted as he blurted out a puzzled sound. The pair of teal eyes widened, staring at 
Tsuji incredulously. 


“T said ‘It’s fine’.” Tsuji repeated before Inukai could request. For some reason, after the day Tsuji 
had asked him about the maths problem, Inukai always had to confirm what the younger teammate 
had said as if he was afraid of miscommunication. “I don’t mind if you use me as a shield against 
confessions.” Tsuji said calmly, “We’re dating after all.” 


It took Inukai a moment or two to cough out a strained laugh. ““Tsuji-chan is really cool, isn’t he?” 
he said, putting on his usual smile. “I appreciate your kindness, but I can deal with those 
confessions easily without bothering my adorable kouhai.” Inukai waved his hand dismissively, 
“ll graduate soon, while you’ ll continue to study there for another year. Let’s not ruin your 
chance of finding someone you really love, shall we?” 


“But I already have Inukai-senpai.” Tsuji said, giving his older teammate an unwavering look. 


Inukai’s smile froze. His cheek grew pinker and pinker the more Tsuji stared at him. However, 
before Tsuji could take his phone out to capture the moment, Inukai snapped his head away from 
the younger teammate. “It’s bad for my heart if you keep saying those things with such a sincere 
look.” Inukai mumbled, trying to shield his face from Tsuji’s view. 


“What thing?” Tsuji tilted his head to the side confusedly. He was just stating the fact. 


Unfortunately, before Inukai gave an answer, the operational door opened and the squad captain 
showed up. 


“Sorry, I’m late.” Ninomiya said in an irritated tone. Not that it sounded much different from his 
usual voice but his subordinates could tell right away that he was annoyed, especially when there 
were two big paper bags on both of his hands. 


Inukai hastily left his seat and rushed to Ninomiya’s side to help carry his luggage. Without 
looking, Tsuji could guess the contents of those bags easily. He was just surprised that people had 
enough courage to approach and give their chocolates to their captain, considering his blunt 
attitude and seemingly cold appearance. Girls sure were scary. 


While Ninomiya searched for a drink from the fridge, Inukai and Tsuji tidied the table for their 
meeting. They moved the Valentine gifts to a corner of the main room, on the left side of the 
monitor, carefully not to mix them — mostly because Inukai insisted; Ninomiya and Tsuji couldn’t 
care less. 


The meeting was short and concise because their strategy remained the same, only specifying on 
which targets they would focus on first. Then everyone was dismissed. 


“May I have a bit of your time, everyone?” Hiyami asked politely and ran to the Operator room 
when the three men nodded. It didn’t take long for her to come back with a small brown paper bag. 
“T know you three have enough of chocolate for a year, but please take this.” she said while 
handing a white box with blue ribbon to each of them, “Happy Valentine.” 


“Eh? Isn’t Ninomiya-san’s gift bigger than ours?” 


Tsuji honestly didn’t notice if Inukai didn’t point it out. While Tsuji’s and Inukai’s gifts were cube- 
shaped and fit perfectly into their palms, Ninomiya’s was a rectangular box with the same height 
and width, but doubled in length. 


“Ts there some favoritism going on here?” Inukai teased, sending Hiyami a knowing look. 


“Yes, there is.” Hiyami nodded without hesitation, earning surprised looks from her colleagues. 
“Ninomiya-san brought me to the Tamakoma branch a few days ago so I could gift my chocolate to 
K-Karasuma-kun...” she stuttered a little bit, cheeks turning red at the mention of the name of her 
not-so-secret crush. Inukai almost slipped out a chuckle but Tsuji smacked his hand over his 
senpai’s mouth. Hiyami sent both of them a narrow look before clearing her throat shyly. 
“Therefore, I want to thank Ninomiya-san for his help.” 


“T just had some business to attend to at the Tamakoma branch. It wasn’t my intention to help you, 
Hiyami.” Ninomiya said monotonously, scratching his temple. 


“You could’ve gone without me, but you brought me anyway.” Hiyami smiled gently, tilting her 
head to the side slightly, “Thank you for your concern, Ninomiya-san.” 


Ninomiya didn’t argue further but focused on untying the blue ribbon from his gift box. The three 
subordinates shared an understanding look. 


“Tt’s a surprise though.” Inukai said, lazily unboxing his gift, “The fact that Hiyami-chan was able 
to gift Karasuma-kun directly, I mean.” 


“T didn’t...” Hiyami mumbled, lowering her gaze to the ground, “I asked Usami-chan to deliver my 
gift to him...” 


“You did your best, Hiyami-chan.” Inukai hastily said, waving his hand frantically, “We’re proud 
of you. Right, Tsuji-chan?” He threw an arm around Tsuji’s neck, gripping his shoulder. 


“You did well, Hiyami-san.” Tsuji agreed, sending the operator a smile although she wasn’t 
looking. 


Suddenly, Ninomiya made a surprised sound that startled all of them. 


“What’s wrong, Ninomiya-san?” As always, Inukai was the first to speak up. All three high school 
students turned to their captain worriedly. 


Ninomiya covered his mouth, averting his eyes to the side awkwardly. “Nothing,” he muttered. 
“Did you taste something weird, Ninomiya-san?” Hiyami asked, tilting her head to the side. 
“You knew?” Ninomiya shot her a pointed look. 

“What flavor is it?” Not giving an answer, Hiyami continued her line of questioning. 


A moment of chilly silence passed. Then seeing that Hiyami wouldn’t give in, Ninomiya huffed. 
“Ginger,” he answered curtly. 


“Oh, I expected the other one.” Hiyami said disappointedly. 


“The other one?” Ninomiya crossed his arms. In the opened rectangular white box on the table, 
there were four pieces of chocolate and four empty slots. “How many weird flavored chocolate 
pieces did you put in here?” he asked, eyebrows slightly furrowed. 


“Only two.” Hiyami raised two fingers, “You got the ginger flavored so one left.” 
“What’s the other flavor?” Ninomiya narrowed his eyes. 
“T think it’ Il be more fun if you figure it out by yourself.” 


Tsuji snuck a glance at their squad’s operator. Hiyami was still wearing a composed expression but 
he could catch a glimpse of mischievousness glinting in her blue eyes. Knowing Hiyami for a long 
time, Tsuji knew what she was capable of, so being playful sometimes wasn’t entirely out of 
question. However, playing a prank on their captain was a completely different matter. It wasn’t 
that Ninomiya couldn’t take a joke, but normally, no one would try that on him due to various 
reasons. 


“AHiyami-san,” Tsuji whispered, “What are you doing?” 


Hiyami didn’t answer, just giving him a quick glance as if saying she was fully aware of what she 
was doing and the situation was under control. Tsuji found it hard to believe though, when their 
captain was giving them a long displeased look. 


Another distraught sound erupted from beside Tsuji, pulling his eyes from Ninomiya to Inukai, 
who had a hand over his mouth, looking like he was about to puke. There was a missing piece from 
his four-piece chocolate box. 


“Are you okay, Inukai-senpai?” Tsuji asked hesitantly, rubbing his senpai’s back gently. 


Struggling for a while, Inukai could finally swallow the piece in his mouth. Hiyami offered him a 
glass of water that she had gone to get while Inukai was still fighting against the sweet. 


“Do you have anything against me, Hiyami-chan?” Inukai asked with a wry smile, “Ginger flavor 
for Ninomiya-san, yet ketchup for me? Ketchup flavored chocolate.” 


Tsuji could only imagine the disastrous taste it offered. Yet Inukai was still determined to swallow 
it instead of spitting it out. He really didn’t joke about appreciating others’ gifts. 


“Because you like hotdogs, I figured it could work somehow.” Hiyami scratched her cheek with a 
shy smile. 


“What’s the other flavor in my box?” Inukai gave her an exasperated smile, “It won’t be funny 
when I find out it’s mustard or something.” 


Hiyami gasped, “How do you know, Inukai-senpai?” 


Inukai’s reaction was priceless. His eyes widened to the point it could pop out while his mouth was 
hanging open like he was undecided if he should force a smile or let out a horrified gasp. 


Tsuji was officially scared to try his share now. But he had to, right? The looks he received from 
the captain and his senpai were enough to answer that question. Hiyami’s expectant expression 
wasn’t of any help either. Without any escape route, Tsuji untied the blue ribbon around the white 
box in his hand and opened the lid. Four cubes of chocolate emerged into his sight. 


It will be fine. Tsuji reassured himself. Inukai had experienced the worst; his wouldn’t be anything 
more awful. With that thought, Tsuji threw the first piece into his mouth. Normal chocolate. 
Second piece. Also a normal one. Third- 


“Huh?” Tsuji put a finger on his lips. On his side, Inukai was staring at him intently, clearly 


waiting for him to start grimacing. Contrary to his senpai’s expectation, Tsuji chewed easily and 
swallowed it with a small smile. “It’s buttercream flavored, like the kind they put in cream puffs.” 
he said, not hiding the satisfaction. 


“Eat your last piece too.” Inukai demanded, expression screaming ‘unfair’. 


Tsuji obeyed without a second of hesitation. He could see the pattern clearly now. It wasn’t 
random. Ninomiya and ginger, Inukai and ketchup — a condiment on hotdog, and finally, Tsuji and 
butter cream. The weird flavored chocolates were based on their food preferences. 


As expected, Tsuji’s last piece contained red bean paste flavor — a filling choice of his favorite 
dorayaki. “Weird combination, but not bad.” he said, swallowing the final chocolate piece. 


It seemed that Inukai also figured out the rule of those random chocolates because he was clearly 
pouting. “You could’ve given me grape flavor, Hiyami-chan.” he grumbled, puffing his cheeks. 


“Fruit flavored chocolate is kind of basic, don’t you think so, Inukai-senpai?” Hiyami held her chin 
in contemplation. 


“Urg...” Inukai gave in and stared at his chocolate box like they had personally offended him. 


Wait, going by that logic, then the remaining flavor in Ninomiya’s box should be... Tsuji snapped 
his head towards the squad captain, who was still poking his finger at the remaining pieces in his 
box. As if catching on Tsuji’s line of thinking, Inukai also looked at Ninomiya expectantly. 


“Why are you looking at me?” Ninomiya lifted an eyebrow. 


“Aren’t you going to try finding out what the other flavor will be, Ninomiya-san?” Inukai 
prompted. The cheerful smile was back on his face. 


“T’m fine not knowing.” Ninomiya said nonchalantly. 


“Wouldn’t that waste Hiyami-chan’s gratitude?” Inukai leaned his cheek on a palm, looking 
genuinely concerned. 


“No, no, it’s fine if you don’t want to eat it.” Hiyami shook her head, waving her hands marginally. 


After a few seconds gazing at Hiyami, who averted her eyes to the side and started fidgeting, 
Ninomiya threw another piece of chocolate in mouth. Inukai and Tsuji couldn’t help staring at him, 
waiting for a reaction. 


“M-Meat?” Ninomiya blurted out before clearing his throat awkwardly. “Grilled meat flavor. 
Seriously?” he said slowly after swallowing it. Hiyami gave the captain an apologetic smile while 
the other subordinates did a secret high-five for their correct guess. 


After Ninomiya and Inukai finished Hiyami’s chocolates, the meeting was truly concluded. 


As a punishment for playing a prank on her squadmates, Hiyami was tasked to deal with the two 
bags of chocolate gifts Ninomiya had brought in with him earlier. She willingly accepted, probably 
planning to dump them all on her younger brother at home. 


Because Inukai still needed time to recover from eating mustard flavored chocolate and asked Tsuji 
to stay and take care of him, Ninomiya escorted Hiyami back home, not forgetting to tell the two 


boys to go home early so they could be in their best conditions for tomorrow’s rank war. 


“Tnukai-senpai, how are you feeling?” Tsuji played with the fluffy dark blonde hair when its owner 
had his head lying on the table lifelessly. He didn’t know how bad the taste of the mustard 
chocolate was — and had zero intention to find out — but wasn’t Inukai’s reaction a bit exaggerated? 


“Not very well...” Inukai mumbled sluggishly, “Can you get me a bottle of oolong tea from the 
fridge? I need to wash this taste off...” 


“Sure,” Tsuji agreed and left his seat, walking to the fridge. After a few seconds searching, he 
called out to his senpai: “No oolong tea left. Do you want something else, Inukai-senpai?” 


A disappointed sound was heard before Inukai said: “Bring me the box on the top shelf then.” 


Looking back inside the fridge, Tsuji quickly found the mentioned box. Was he imagining it or did 
the pink and white patterns on the box look really familiar? Tsuji dismissed the thought when 
Inukai let out another groan like he was on the verge of puking again. “I found it.” he informed the 
older teammate, “Hang in there, senpai.” 


Returning to the table, Tsuji placed the box beside Inukai’s head. “Do you need anything else?” he 
asked. 


“Open the box for me.” Inukai continued to instruct, still not lifting his head up. 


Tsuji complied without a question. “Huh? Cream puffs?” he blurted out as soon as the box was 
opened. 


“Happy Valentine, Tsuji-chan.” 


Snapping his head to the side, Tsuji was greeted by Inukai’s sunshine smile. Not knowing when his 
senpai had sat up, Tsuji was glad Inukai was fine. The last thing he wanted to do on such a tiring 
day was cleaning a puke mess. Anyway. “What’s the meaning of this, Inukai-senpai?” he asked, 
giving the older teammate an unamused look. 


Inukai’s smile widened. “It’s my Valentine gift to you, Shin-chan.” he clarified. 

“You know I’m not asking that.” Tsuji narrowed his eyes. 

“What are you asking then?” Inukai tilted his head to the side, smiling innocently. 

“Were you and Hiyami-san working together?” Tsuji crossed his arms. 

“Yes, we are.” Inukai nodded, “In fact, you’re also in this. Ninomiya-san too. We’re a squad.” 
“Tnukai-senpai.” 


“Sorry, I’m joking.” Inukai laughed, waving his hand vaguely, ““Shin-chan is so cute when he’s 
annoyed so I’m messing around a bit.” Then he cleared his throat, straightening his back, and gave 
a firm headshake. “I just took advantage of the situation created by Hiyami-chan to give us some 
alone time.” 


Tsuji stared at the older teammate, deep into the pair of teal eyes. It seemed Inukai wasn’t lying. “I 
still feel that you’re behind Hiyami-san’s action today.” he said thoughtfully, “She isn’t the kind to 
play an elaborate prank in her gifts for others.” 


Inukai wore a sad expression that couldn’t look more fake. “How could you doubt me, Tsuji-chan? 


I’m hurt.” he pouted. Tsuji gave him an indifferent look. Inukai sighed, “Okay, I might’ve given 
Hiyami-chan some suggestions, but she tailored the whole plan herself.” 


It didn’t sound like a lie. “Why did Hiyami-san need your suggestion?” Tsuji asked. 


Inukai scratched his forehead with a thoughtful smile. “A few days ago, Hiyami-chan called me, 
saying that Ninomiya-san seemed upset after his visit to the Tamakoma branch.” he told the story, 
“She wondered if I had any idea to cheer him up, so I told Hiyami-chan to give Ninomiya-san a 
surprise on the upcoming Valentine. I had no idea she would put weird chocolates in our gifts, I 
swear.” 


“Really?” Tsuji lifted an eyebrow. 


“Do I look like someone who volunteers to eat ketchup and mustard flavored chocolates just for 
the sake of a prank?” Inukai crossed his arms. 


Tsuji shook his head. Inukai was selfless to some degree, but he wouldn’t do something that silly. 


“At least my sacrifice didn’t go to waste. Ninomiya-san seemed to have fun when I choked on 
mustard.” Inukai shrugged. “Still, Hiyami-chan was seriously biased. Why did Tsuji-chan get all 
the good flavors?” he complained. 


“Thank you for your selfless sacrifice, senpai.” Tsuji said, bowing slightly. Inukai shot him a 
pointed look. 


Having gotten the answer for the mystery of Hiyami’s playful gifts, Tsuji moved his attention back 
to the delicious desserts on the table. “Inukai-senpai,” he called. Inukai quirked an eyebrow in 
response. “These cream puffs-” 


“They’re yours.” Inukai answered before the younger teammate could finish his question. 
“But why?” Tsuji tilted his head to the side. 


“Because we’re dating, aren’t we?” Inukai grinned teasingly, “What kind of a boyfriend am I if I 
can’t even get you a gift on Valentine?” 


Tsuji gasped. “I don’t have anything for Inukai-senpai.” he mumbled worriedly, which made 
Inukai break out laughing. “I’m not joking, Inukai-senpai.” he complained and then put a hand over 
his mouth, continuing to mumble — more to himself than to the other person, “I’m always on the 
receiving end so buying a gift on Valentine never crossed my mind-” 


“Tsuji-chan, listen.” Inukai’s voice was raised a little as he grabbed Tsuji’s shoulders, physically 
stopping the younger teammate’s train of thoughts. 


Slightly startled due to the sudden interruption, Tsuji needed a few seconds to regain his 
composure. “I-[’m listening.” he finally said, still baffled. 


“Tt’s okay for Tsuji-chan to remain on the receiving end on Valentine.” 
“But-” 


“Do you think you can buy a gift when all the stores are flooded with girls and ladies?” Inukai 
lifted an eyebrow. Tsuji immediately averted his eyes to the ground. He totally forgot that. “But if 
you really want to give me something, then buy me some hotdogs on White Day.” the older 
teammate suggested. 


That was a nice idea. Tsuji had nothing better to contribute. “Okay, I'll buy as many hotdogs as 
Inukai-senpai wants.” he agreed. 


“No matter how much I like it, I can’t eat more than three.” Inukai chuckled, waving his hand 
dismissively, “I appreciate your sentiment though.” 


“Three?” Tsuji raised his eyebrows unbelievably, “They take like... six bites. Are you sure, 
senpai?” 


“T don’t drink food like you do.” Inukai said, sending the younger teammate a sideways look. Tsuji 
tilted his head to the side confusedly. “Anyway, do you want some tea to accompany your cream 
puffs?” Inukai changed the topics, standing up and walking to the kitchenette. 


“We’re out of oolong tea.” Tsuji reminded. 


“Let’s borrow Ninomiya-san’s ginger tea again.” Inukai said with a lighthearted laugh, “Remind 
me to restock our drinks tomorrow.” 


Tsuji took out his phone to set a reminder. After tomorrow’s rank war seemed like a good time. 
Inukai and he could go shopping together when Ninomiya and Hiyami worked on the report. 


By the time Inukai got back to the table with two glasses of tea, Tsuji had already put his phone 
back into his pants pocket and took a cream puff out of the pink and white box. The fragrance 
instantly brought back the memory. There was no mistaking that these belonged to the Dreamy 
cake shop they’d visited a week ago. No wonder Tsuji recognized the decoration on the box. 


“Aren’t you going to eat it?” Inukai questioned when Tsuji kept staring at the cream puff yet made 
no move to taste or even sniff it. 


Tsuji turned to his senpai, narrowing his eyes. “I will start eating after you put your phone back 
into your pocket.” he said. 


Inukai made a whiny sound. “I just want more cute pictures of Shin-chan.” he pouted. 
“Tl eat it at home then.” Tsuji said flatly, putting the cream puff back into the box. 


“Wait, don’t be like that, Shin-chan.” Inukai whined, putting his phone on the table. “I won’t take 
pictures. I promise.” 


“Your hands are free. What prevents you?” Tsuji lifted an eyebrow. 


Inukai puffed his cheeks like a kid getting caught red-handed while trying to play a prank. They 
stared at each other for a moment before something lit up in Inukai’s head. He quickly grabbed a 
cream puff from the box. “If I feed you, then my hands won’t be free to take pictures, right?” he 
said happily, looking proud of his genius idea. 


Staring at his senpai, Tsuji couldn’t help seeing an overjoyed puppy with his tail wagging. Letting 
out a sigh in his stomach, he fully turned to Inukai who sat beside him, opening his mouth, “Ah” 


Yet, no matter how long Tsuji waited, Inukai didn’t move for a millimeter, seemingly petrified. 
“T’m waiting.” Tsuji reminded, “Aren’t you going to feed me, Inukai-senpai?” 


Inukai’s shoulders went up to his ears. He almost dropped the cream puff in hand but his battle 
reflex saved it. “I-I’m just...” Inukai stammered, blushing lightly. 


Tsuji stared at his senpai expectantly. Of course he knew Inukai was joking about feeding him, and 
he only planned to pull the older teammate’s leg a bit so Inukai would stop teasing and let Tsuji 
enjoy the cream puffs in peace. However, Inukai’s reaction somehow prevented Tsuji from saying 
he was also joking. 


Inukai’s eyes wandered from right to left before returning to meet Tsuji’s gaze. His blush became 
more and more apparent. “Say ‘ah’ please...” he whispered sheepishly. 


Tsuji complied, trying his best not to lose to the urge to laugh when Inukai awkwardly tore a 
portion from the cream puff and held it out towards the younger teammate. Tsuji leaned in and 
caught the piece with his mouth. The crust and chocolate cream melted on his tongue, leaving 
behind its heavenly taste that Tsuji always remembered. 


Tsuji’s lips curled up, forming a satisfied smile that he wasn’t aware of. Only when Inukai stared at 
him intently with light sparkling from the depth of his teal eyes, a foreign embarrassment caught 
up to him. Averting his eyes to the side, Tsuji mumbled: “Give me a bigger piece.” 


Snapping back to his sense, Inukai hastily tore off another piece from the dessert. Cream almost 
fell out from the rip but Inukai was fast enough to arc his hand and catch it with his wrist. “Lucky,” 
he sang cheerfully. 


However, before Inukai could wipe his hand, Tsuji grabbed it, pulling closer, and licked the cream 
on his wrist as well as took the piece between his fingers. Savoring the sweetness and creamy taste 
in his mouth, Tsuji faintly recalled the similar action he had done on the way home that day. He’d 
acted without thinking again, just to save his favorite food from going to waste. 


“Shin-chan...” Inukai’s voice sounded soft and slightly shaky, making Tsuji look up. Inukai’s face 
didn’t turn bright red like that afternoon but his cheeks were dyed in crimson color; and because 
both his hands were busy, he couldn’t afford to cover up. “... aren’t you getting too comfortable 
eating food from my hand?” 


“TInukai-senpai,” Tsuji whispered, reaching out his free hand, touching Inukai’s cheek. It was much 
warmer than he had expected. “I’m going to kiss you.” he declared. 


Inukai’s eyes widened. He pulled back on reflex. “Wh-What are you saying?” he stuttered, clearly 
puzzled. 


“You told me to warn you before I do that.” Tsuji said calmly, catching his senpai’s cheek with his 
hand again. 


“But why?” Inukai tried to widen their distance as much as possible while his left hand was still in 
Tsuji’s restraint. 


“Tt’s a thank-you for sending Hiyami-san to save me in the afternoon.” Tsuji stood up from his seat 
to approach his senpai more easily. When Inukai could no longer back out, he bent down, stopping 
when their faces were only a few centimeters apart. “Is it okay?” 


Inukai pressed his lips together. His quick breathing caressed Tsuji’s cheeks. “Why are you still 
asking?” he whispered before reaching up and gave the younger teammate a quick peck on his lips. 


Taken aback by Inukai’s sudden action, Tsuji withdrew, enough for him to get a full view of his 
senpai’s face where a mischievous smile was playing on his lips. That triumphant expression... 
Tsuji couldn’t help feeling like he was defeated. 


Taking a step backwards, Tsuji snatched the remaining of the cream puff from Inukai’s right hand 


and stuffed it in his mouth while his senpai broke out laughing. 
“Shin-chan is so cute.” 


“You too, Inukai-senpai.” 


Chapter End Notes 


Thank you for reading :>. 


It's kind of sudden to bring in Valentine but I'm inspired by the image of Tsuji holding 
the heart-shaped chocolate box XD. 


And Hiyami finally had a proper appearance in my drabble. I'm happy XD. I always 
love the idea of the three younger agents in the squad trying to take care of Ninomiya 
in a subtle way, Ninomiya needs that. 


Hold my hand 


Chapter Notes 


Welcome back- (I keep saying the same thing XD) 
This drabble will refer to Round 4 of the rank war. 
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See the end of the chapter for more notes 
“TInukai, pay more attention to your surroundings when you pursue a target. Tsuji isn’t always 
around to watch your back.” 
“Tnukai, roger.” 


“Tsuji, you’ ve done well this time. Polish your individual skills in case of another melee in the 
future.” 


“Tsuji, roger.” 
“That’s all for today. You’re dismissed.” 


The monitor was turned off. Ninomiya quickly went to the Operator room to work on reports — for 
both Border and his college. Hiyami bid them goodbye to go meet up with some other operators 
before going home. According to yesterday’s plan, Inukai and Tsuji stayed behind to restock their 
drinks. 


Or at least that was the plan. 


However, Tsuji was clearly not in the mood for such a trivial task. He had been silent since the 
moment he’d bailed out from the match and had only given minimum responses to the questions 
directed at him. Inukai had tried approaching the younger teammate for their usual thank-you kiss 
but the idea had been scrapped instantly the moment Inukai had laid eyes on Tsuji’s expression. 


Like Ninomiya’s earlier conclusion, Tsuji had performed perfectly in the match. And they indeed 
had won, although with little differences in points. Therefore, Inukai couldn’t fathom why Tsuji 
was in a bad mood. 


“Tsuji-chan, you can go home for today.” Inukai offered, giving his younger teammate an 
understanding smile, “I will take care of the drinks.” 


“Let me come with you, Inukai-senpai.” Tsuji said quietly, leaving his seat. 
“Just a short trip to the cafeteria.” Inukai waved his hand, “T’ll be fine on my own.” 
“Let me come with you.” Tsuji repeated, “Please.” 


Tsuji’s expression betrayed nothing but Inukai knew their discussion was over. “Okay,” he agreed 
and led the way out of their strategy room. Tsuji followed closely behind without saying anything. 


Instead of the cafeteria like he’d mentioned, Inukai suggested visiting a supermarket in the 
residential area for a wider range of choices. The direct route was used to shorten the traveling time 
because the rank war had ended in the evening. If they loitered around for too long, they might 
have to spend the night in the HQ. Not that it was a bad idea, but Inukai felt that his kouhai needed 
a proper rest. 


They walked side by side with around an arm-length distance. Sometimes, Inukai opened a random 
topic but all Tsuji responded was ‘I see’ or simply gave a head shake or a nod. After a while, 
Inukai fell into silence too. Not because he was offended by Tsuji’s curt replies but because he was 
worried. It wouldn’t be strange if Tsuji was upset after dropping out of the match without 
contributing anything, but he had done well this time. Even Ninomiya had acknowledged it. What 
could’ ve gotten him in such a sour spirit? 


“Tsuji-chan,” Inukai called, waiting for Tsuji to glance at him, “Wanna hold hands?” 


The direct route was void of people. Whatever they did wouldn’t attract any unwanted attention. 
Despite declaring that he wouldn’t mind the audience, Inukai actually didn’t plan to flaunt their 
relationship to anyone aside from people close to them — namely Ninomiya and Hiyami. Aside 
from Border, Tsuji still had a life of his own; and accidentally ruining it was the last thing Inukai 
wanted to do. 


“It’s fine if you don’t want to.” Inukai added, not forgetting a smile. 


Tsuji gazed at him silently; then with a swift movement, he reached out and caught Inukai’s left 
hand precisely. Their distance immediately shrunk to only a few centimeters apart. 


“Wow, your hand is cold, Tsuji-chan.” Inukai blurted out. However, when Tsuji was about to pull 
back, Inukai tightened his grip. “Let me warm it up.” He grinned, holding tightly to the younger 
teammate’s hand. 


Tsuji averted his eyes to the side, light pink color dusting his cheeks. 
They walked in comfortable silence through the whole direct route. 


When they were close to the destination, Inukai released his hold and ran forward to open the gate 
with his trigger, closely missing a surprised and almost regretful “Ah’ from his kouhai. 


Different brands of oolong tea were selected together with a new box of ginger tea to make up for 
the amount they had consumed without asking Ninomiya. Although the captain liked ginger ale 
more, he made tea from time to time when he had to work late. Neither Inukai nor Tsuji wanted to 
hear Ninomiya’s annoyed tongue clicking sound when he found out his favorite tea had run out. 


They also added a few types of snacks and sweets into the shopping list — for everyone to use in 
case of a gathering. 


“They’re all Inukai-senpai’s favorites.” Tsuji gave the older teammate a disapproving look to 
which Inukai responded with an innocent smile. 


“Let’s add more dorayakis then.” Inukai decided, overlooking Tsuji’s protest. 


As a result, instead of just a few bottles of oolong tea, they ended up with two huge bags of 


groceries. Inukai had no regret though. 


“Can we take the normal route?” Tsuji suddenly asked when they were in front of the direct 
passage. 


“Sure.” Inukai agreed. The grocery bags weren’t too heavy for him to want to get rid of them as 
soon as possible, all thanks to Ninomiya’s frequent advice about training their flesh bodies to 
achieve better reflexes in trion bodies. 


It seemed that Tsuji’s mood had improved so Inukai stopped trying to start a conversation but 
waited for his younger teammate to talk. If he’d asked for the longer course, he’d have had 
something to say, right? 


After reaching the less populated area, Tsuji reduced his walking speed, which also made Inukai 
slow down. They strolled in silence for a while before Tsuji stopped walking entirely. 


Inukai took a few steps forward and spun back to face his kouhai, who was still wearing a blank 
expression. Tsuji gazed at him, which he responded with a smile, and then looked down to the 
ground. 


“Tsuji-chan?” Inukai gave the final push. 
“T’m sorry.” Tsuji mumbled, almost inaudible. 


However, because the street was empty, Inukai heard it clearly. “What are you sorry for?” he tilted 
his head to the side, unable to think of any mistake Tsuji could’ ve made. 


“T was right there, but I let Inukai-senpai get taken out painfully.” Tsuji continued in a low voice, 
still keeping his gaze on the ground. 


It took Inukai a few seconds to know what his younger teammate was referring to. “I wouldn’t call 
it painful.” He chuckled, remembering the blades Kageura had plunged into his chest, “But Kage 
sure used a flashy way to end me.” 


Tsuji didn’t say anything. Only his frown deepened. 


“Now that you’ve mentioned it; you were right behind me at that moment, weren’t you?” Inukai 
put a finger on his chin, closing his eyes while recalling the event, “How embarrassing. I showed 
you my carelessness.” He said, running a hand over his face, “It was ignorant of me to use only a 
focused shield but not two, thinking it was an Egret shot.” 


“T could’ ve provided a shield for you but...” Tsuji pressed his lips together, expression hard to read 
because he’d lowered his head. 


“That’s not possible, Tsuji-chan.” Inukai disagreed, waving his index finger, “You were engaging 
Kuga-kun. Sparing your attention to anything else would result in an instant bailout, you know 
that.” 


Tsuji lifted his head a bit, conflicted emotions clearly showed in his amethyst eyes despite the 
weak street light. “I always thought that if Inukai-senpai was within my sight, I’d keep you safe no 
matter what, but this time...” he halted, struggling to find the right words, “... not only I was late 
once, but I also failed to assist you to reach the target.” 


“Late?” Inukai raised an eyebrow. 


Tsuji didn’t answer, only looking at Inukai and gripping his left arm. 


“You mean when the Azuma squad got my left arm?” Inukai guessed, receiving a small nod from 
his kouhai. “If you were really late, I’d be gone right that moment.” He laughed, “You were right 
in time, Tsuji-chan. If anything, it’s me who should be sorry. I failed to get to a good position to 
cover for Tsuji-chan.” 


The more they talked about the earlier match, the more mistakes Inukai found from his 
performance. No wonder Ninomiya had criticized him. 


“Tsuji-chan, you know what?” Inukai said, waiting for Tsuji to give him his full attention, “Your 
assistance is irreplaceable, but you aren’t supposed to protect me all the time.” He took a couple of 
steps forward to shorten their distance. “I’m the balancer of our squad. It’s my job to make sure we 
operate as smoothly as possible. If we fall short somewhere, it’s my fault.” Inukai reached out and 
pulled on Tsuji’s cheek, making his eyebrows shoot up in surprise, “Don’t beat yourself up over 
my mistakes; it wounds my pride as your senpai.” 


When Tsuji started frowning again, Inukai pulled harder until the younger teammate let out an 
‘ouch’, then he released his cheek. Tsuji rubbed his cheek lightly while giving the older teammate 
an irritated look. However, that look didn’t last long and soon relaxed into a huffy one as Tsuji 
sighed. “I understand, Inukai-senpai.” he said with a faint smile, nodding. “But you’re wrong about 
one thing.” he added. 


“Huh?” Inukai lifted an eyebrow. 


“As far as I’m concerned, I’m your senpai if we’re talking about the Border experience.” Tsuji said 
flatly. 


Inukai opened his mouth to argue but Tsuji was right so he clammed up. “Aren’t you being 
cheeky?” he puffed his cheek, “Does it hurt you to allow me some time to be proud of my speech?” 


A chuckle slipped out from Tsuji’s lips. “Inukai-senpai still looks cool. Don’t worry.” he reassured. 
“T don’t feel any admiration when you keep smiling like that.” Inukai rolled his eyes. 


“T mean it.” Tsuji said firmly, catching the older teammate off-guard. Inukai unconsciously averted 
his eyes to the side. “But because Inukai-senpai is cool and always strives to accomplish his 
mission, I have to do my best to assist you.” 


Even without looking, Inukai could still feel his kouhai’s determined gaze. Tsuji might not be 
aware of it, but his sincerity always took away Inukai’s eloquence, reducing the communication 
skills he was always proud of into a stuttering mess. Therefore, instead of trying to say anything, 
Inukai simply cleared his throat awkwardly and gave a nod, hoping Tsuji would get his 
appreciation. 


“Did I say something wrong, Inukai-senpai?” Unfortunately, Tsuji didn’t get it. His bright mind 
didn’t work in daily exchanges as well as in combat, did it? 


Inukai swirled around and started walking, quickly followed by Tsuji. Not having to face Tsuji’s 
earnest expression allowed his quick-wit to get back to work. “You aren’t necessarily wrong about 
anything.” he said vaguely, earning a confused sound from the black-haired teammate, “It’s just 
that... I may be spoiled rotten by Tsuji-chan.” 


“Eh?” Tsuji sounded even more puzzled. 


“Your support, I mean.” Inukai clarified, but then a thought crossed his mind, “No, actually, your 
presence as a whole.” 


“T don’t understand what you’ re talking about, Inukai-senpai.” Tsuji said exasperatedly as he 
caught up to Inukai and they walked side by side again. 


“T get too used to having Shin-chan by my side; I don’t want to share you with anyone else.” Inukai 
said, putting on a smile so it would sound like a joke. 


Tsuji blinked, looking lost, ““Ninomiya-san is still my top priority to protect-” 
“Mine too.” Inukai interrupted, “But that’s not what I’m talking about.” 
“Then what are you talking about?” Tsuji inquired impatiently. 


Glancing over his shoulders to make sure the street was completely empty, Inukai reached over 

and took Tsuji’s free hand into his own. Because Tsuji walked on his left side out of habit and they 
were carrying the grocery bags with the hands that weren’t dominant, their free hands were 
coincidentally close to each other. Tsuji’s shoulders jumped a bit in surprise but he didn’t make any 
movement to pull back so Inukai tightened his grip, feeling the cold sipping to his palm. 


“T’m talking about...” Inukai lifted their intertwined hands to their eye level, “... this.” Tsuji gave 
him a quizzical look. “The more Tsuji-chan allows me to hold onto him, the less I’m willing to let 
go.” he continued. 


The pair of confused amethyst eyes slowly moved from the hands held up in the air to meet 
Inukai’s teal eyes. “What’s wrong with it?” Tsuji asked. 


Inukai pressed his lips together, lowering their hands to their side. “You know, Tsuji-chan.” he 
started again, averting his eyes to the ground, “This morning, there were several girls coming to my 
classroom and asking to meet me.” 


Tsuji made an ‘oh’ but clearly sounded disinterested. He didn’t even complain about the sudden 
change of the topic, probably too used to Inukai’s roundabout explanation when it came to 
something he hadn’t thought through. 


“IT know what you’ re thinking but it’s not like that.” Inukai laughed, sneaking a glance at his 
younger teammate. Tsuji’s expression was slightly hardened; it was entertaining. Inukai had 
thought that Tsuji couldn’t care less about his popularity, but it seemed he was wrong somehow. 
“The girls asked if I was close to ‘Tsuji-kun of class 2-C’.” he continued. 


“Huh?” Tsuji blurted out, eyes widened. 


“T was surprised too.” Inukai shrugged. He probably had had the same expression as Tsuji — or a 
bit more than that — this morning. “Although we being close is kind of a fact, I never expected 
someone — especially the girls — would try to reach you through me. Tsuji-chan is quite popular, 
isn’t he?” 


Tsuji averted his eyes to the side, looking troubled. 


“They asked me to deliver something to you.” Inukai resumed his story, “The Valentine gifts that 
they failed to give you yesterday, I guess.” 


“You guess?” Tsuji looked back, lifting an eyebrow. 


“T didn’t get the chance to see them.” Inukai shrugged, “Because I never agreed.” 


Tsuji snapped his head towards Inukai, his eyes widened like Inukai had suddenly grown another 
head. “You declined...?” he asked unbelievably. 


Avoiding his younger teammate’s gaze, Inukai smiled wryly, “Don’t look at me like that. I also 
couldn’t believe I said no.” he mumbled. 


They fell into silence for a while. Sensing Tsuji’s intense stare on him, Inukai swallowed dryly, 
feeling his palm sweating a little. He’d brought up this story to elaborate his point, but it seemed it 
was harder to proceed than he had expected. 


“Before I knew it, I’d already refused.” Inukai continued awkwardly. “I didn’t know why, to be 
honest. I thought it was interesting, and I planned to agree. I thought that it would be great if more 
and more people knew how great Tsuji-chan was.” He looked at the ground then moved his gaze 
to the empty street ahead, frowning as he remembered his conflicted thoughts this morning. “But I 
just... couldn’t bring myself to do that.” he admitted with difficulty. 


Tsuji didn’t say anything but his hold on Inukai’s hand tightened as if he was nervous. 


“T’ve thought about it over and over.” Inukai said, taking a deep breath. Then he lifted their hands 
up once again and turned back to meet the pair of amethyst eyes. “And I’ve finally found the 
answer: I probably didn’t want to deliver anyone’s feelings to Tsuji-chan because I don’t want to 
share you with anybody else.” 


Inukai didn’t know when they had stopped walking but all he could focus on at the moment was 
his younger teammate. Tsuji’s eyes widened to their maximum capacity and he was clearly holding 
his breath. In the pair of amethyst eyes, Inukai’s nervous yet determined silhouette was reflected. 


The night wind flew past them, brushing Inukai’s cheeks and ruffling Tsuji’s neat hair. A strand of 
black hair got into Tsuji’s eyes and he shook his head, attempting to remove it to no avail. 
Instinctively, Inukai moved to help but realized both his hands were occupied so he could only 
chuckle. 


“Sorry, let me return your hand to you.” Inukai said jokingly, releasing his grip. 


However, Tsuji held on to Inukai’s hand tightly and fixed his hair roughly with the hand carrying 
the grocery bag instead. “It’s cold.” he said. Inukai tilted his head to the side questioningly. “My 
hand still isn’t warmed up yet.” Tsuji finished his sentence quickly and resumed their walk, pulling 
the surprised Inukai with him. 


“R-Right,” Inukai stuttered, gripping his kouhai’s hand again. It wasn’t cold like Tsuji had said. 
On the contrary, it was even warmer than Inukai’s hand. However, there was no way Inukai would 
have the heart to point that out. 


“’.. don’t have to let go...” 
“Huh?” Inukai blurted out when he failed to catch the full sentence from the younger teammate. 


Tsuji stiffened for a brief moment before looking at Inukai. “You don’t have to let go of my hand, 
Inukai-senpai.” he said in a louder voice, “Because I won’t let go of you either.” 


It took Inukai a few seconds to process the information. Heat slowly crept up on his face. “Even if 
it makes me act selfishly?” he questioned, trying not to avert his eyes away. 


“T don’t think what you did was selfish...” Tsuji halted, seemingly finding the right words, 
“Because I’d do the same thing if I was in your situation.” 


Inukai opened his mouth but couldn’t let out a sound. Tsuji’s straightforwardness totally caught 
him off-guard. He’d thought that it was childish of him to decline such a simple favor from the 
girls, but maybe it wasn’t a mistake after all? Because aside from the apparent surprise, he could 
see some contentment deep inside Tsuji’s eyes when he had found the answer behind his selfish 
action. 


“Tsuji-chan will never have to face that situation though.” Turning away, breaking their eye- 
contact, Inukai let out a light laugh. Tsuji didn’t respond but he was sure the younger teammate 
was raising his eyebrow questioningly. “Because there’s no way you would handle a conversation 
with a girl long enough for her to ask you a favor.” 


A moment of silence passed by before a yelp flew out from Inukai’s throat when Tsuji suddenly 
tightened his grip to the point it hurt. 


“Does it hurt Inukai-senpai to allow me time to be proud of my speech?” 


“Sorry, sorry.” 
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“T’m staying at the HQ today. My family isn’t home.” 


That was Inukai’s response when Ninomiya pushed him and Tsuji to go home after the defense 
against Galopoula had ended in a success. After making sure there were no more hostile 
existences, all the agents who weren’t on patrol duty were dismissed. It was pretty late in the 
evening so Hiyami had been sent home half an hour earlier; the other three of the Ninomiya squad 
remained to finish their reports. 


“Why isn’t your family home?” Tsuji questioned as he was checking his locker the last time. 


“They went to visit a relative in another prefecture this morning, probably will be back on 
Monday.” Inukai said nonchalantly, leaning on the backrest of his chair. 


“This morning?” Tsuji lifted an eyebrow, “Is it something urgent?” 
“No, we planned it last week.” 


Tsuji blinked. However, before he could speak up, Ninomiya’s voice sounded: “Why didn’t you 
inform me, Inukai?”’ 


Inukai sprang up, turning towards the approaching captain. Tsuji couldn’t see Ninomiya’s face 
from his position, but based on Inukai’s nervous smile, their captain wasn’t very pleased with this 
new piece of information. 


“Because an invasion was coming, wasn’t it?” Inukai said, tilting his head slightly to the side with 
a strained smile. 


“We could manage an invasion of this scale without you.” Ninomiya said monotonously, hands 
shoved into his pants pockets. 


“IT know Ninomiya-san would say that even against a larger scale so I didn’t tell.” Inukai folded his 
hands, looking sideways, “Besides, my mind is more at ease if we’re together in case of an 
invasion.” 


There was a moment of silence before Ninomiya clicked his tongue and turned around. “Tsuji,” he 
called. 


Closing the locker door, Tsuji looked at his captain questioningly. 


““You’ve prepared to stay the night here, haven’t you?” 


“Yes, [have.” Tsuji answered, slightly taken aback when Ninomiya noticed. He indeed had 
brought a change of clothes and a set of toiletries in case the invasion dragged on and he couldn’t 
come home before eleven p.m.. However, fortunately, the defense ended earlier than expected so 
he was planning to bring these back home. 


“Stay with Inukai tonight. All expenses will be directed to me.” Ninomiya ordered, earning 
bewildered looks from both subordinates. “Is there any inconvenience to you, Tsuji?” 


“No, sir.” Tsuji’s mouth moved on its own before his brain could fully comprehend the situation. 


“Wait, wait!” Inukai immediately cut in, “What’s this about? Why does Tsuji-chan have to stay 
here with me? I'll be eighteen this May; I’m perfectly capable of spending the night alone.” 


Ninomiya didn’t answer instantly but gave Inukai a long look for him to calm down. “You’re on 
your own for the sake of our squad, no?” he started with a question but didn’t wait for Inukai’s 
answer, “So it’s my duty as your captain to ensure your living conditions.” 


“But-” 
“No buts.” Ninomiya interrupted Inukai, “This discussion is over.” 


Without wasting another second, Ninomiya took his belongings from the table and walked out, 
leaving Inukai no room to protest. 


Tsuji gazed at his senpai, who was still staring at the closed door with his mouth still hanging open 
slightly like he had too many arguments in his head and didn’t know what to say first. To be 
completely honest, Tsuji had some problems with Inukai’s decision to hide his family trip from 
everyone, but after witnessing Ninomiya handling the case, he no longer had anything better to say 
to Inukai. If anything, he slightly felt bad for the older teammate who didn’t have any input in the 
matter involving him. 


“Tsuji-chan,” Inukai finally turned to Tsuji, smiling wryly, “You can go home. I’m fine on my 


bed 


own. 
“No, I can’t.” Tsuji refused instantly, “It’s an order from Ninomiya-san.” 
“He won’t know if we both keep silent about it, right?” Inukai shrugged. 


That was certainly correct. “Actually, Ninomiya-san can still find out by checking the trigger log.” 
Tsuji said after a few moments of thinking. 


Inukai opened his mouth, probably wanting to dismiss such an unlikely possibility, but then he 
pressed his lips together. “You’re right. It’s Ninomiya-san we’re talking about.” He sighed audibly. 
“T shouldn’t have brought this up in the first place.” Inukai mumbled exasperatedly. 


“Ninomiya-san would be more furious if he found out later.” Tsuji pointed out. 


The pair of teal eyes locked on Tsuji for a few seconds before Inukai’s shoulders slumped down. 
“Ninomiya-san was angry, wasn’t he?” he said, moving his gaze to the floor. 


“Yes, he was.” Tsuji confirmed. 


Ninomiya’s tone didn’t change nor his attitude was different, but after a long time working 


together, it wasn’t hard to tell when the captain wasn’t happy. Despite his all-about-business 
appearance, Ninomiya was more family-oriented than anyone would expect. He never let anyone 
in the squad prioritize work over their time with their family. Therefore, Inukai dropping his family 
trip to stay for a defense mission had to trigger his anger. 


“Tll apologize on our Monday patrol duty.” Inukai said dejectedly. 
“Or you can invite him for yakiniku tomorrow.” Tsuji suggested. 


Inukai lifted his eyebrows in slight surprise, seemingly not thinking of that. “You’re right.” He 
agreed with a light laugh, “But he will invite you and Hiyami-chan too, won’t he? Maybe after my 
next payday.” 


“ll look forward to your treat, Inukai-senpai.” Tsuji bowed, secretly glad that Inukai was laughing 
again. It was worrisome to see Inukai without a smile. 


They joked around for a while, mixing with discussions about the earlier invasion and what they 
could do to improve. 


“Tt just came to me, but instead of staying in the strategy room, why doesn’t Tsuji-chan come to my 
house for tonight?” Inukai suddenly offered after their chat, “You’ll still be with me so Ninomiya- 
san can’t complain, can he?” 


Making a long hum, Tsuji wrinkled his eyebrows. “You’re right,” he agreed, “Let’s go to senpai’s 
house.” 


Sleeping in the strategy room shouldn’t be as comfortable for Inukai as in his own room at home, 
so this suggestion would further ensure Inukai’s living conditions — exactly according to 
Ninomiya’s wish. Tsuji didn’t have any reason to refuse. And this would be the first time he was 
introduced to Inukai’s house; it would be a lie if saying he wasn’t excited. 


Through a direct route, it only took twenty minutes to reach Inukai’s house on foot. At the 
crossroad where they usually parted ways after school, Inukai asked if Tsuji wanted to change his 
mind and go home, but Tsuji simply shook his head. He’d already sent a message to his family, 
saying he would spend the night at the HQ when Ninomiya had given the order; it wouldn’t make 
sense if he suddenly showed up in front of his house now. Inukai laughed, saying that Tsuji was 
too serious, but seemed happy that they were still together on the street that he usually walked 
alone. 


“Tsuji-chan,” Inukai called, holding out his left hand, “Let’s hold hands.” 


Tsuji grabbed his senpai’s hand without hesitation. Inukai’s hands were always warm, like the 
sunshine smile on his lips. Although February was still cold, it wasn’t to the point of freezing so 
Tsuji rarely wore his gloves. However, a bit of warmth was always welcomed. 


“Tsuji-chan’s hand is really cold, isn’t it?” Inukai commented, holding the younger teammate’s 
hand in both of his hands. 


“Tt’s Inukai-senpai’s hands that are warmer than normal.” Tsuji retorted, “Only children or 
pregnant women have this body heat.” 


Inukai shot him a narrow look. “I’m sharing my precious heat with you and you’re giving me 
that?” he pouted. 


“Tm sorry.” Tsuji said quickly, which Inukai replied with a grin saying he was joking. 


Tsuji wasn’t joking about Inukai being warmer than average though. He didn’t have physical 
contact with many people but at least, none of his family members was as warm as Inukai, even his 
younger brother who was still in middle school. Could it be that energetic people tend to have 
higher temperatures? But his brother was also full of energy- 


“Ah, we’re here.” Inukai announced, pulling Tsuji’s hand to stop him from walking. 


Looking to his left side, Tsuji was welcomed by a white metal gate connected to the grey fences 
surrounding a house with a similar structure to Tsuji’s home. Through the fences, he could see a 
small garden with different kinds of plants, probably flowers or vegetables. Tsuji’s house also had 
a front yard but they didn’t grow anything because it was used as a playground for his brothers and 
him. Although they currently were too busy to play — either with work or video games, Tsuji still 
practiced swinging a sword in their yard from time to time. Therefore, it surprised him a bit to see a 
carefully maintained garden. 


“Do you like it?” 


Startled by Inukai’s sudden question, Tsuji backed away in reflex but didn’t get too far because 
their hands were still intertwined. “Y-Yes,” he stuttered, “Your garden is quite neat.” 


“It’s my mom’s, actually.” Inukai clarified. “You should see it in spring with all the flowers in full 
bloom. It’s always a sight to behold.” he said with a proud smile. 


“Can I?” Tsuji asked. 


Inukai blinked, seemingly not getting what the younger teammate was saying. Then he made a 
silent ‘ah’. “Of course, you’re always welcome to visit my house.” he said cheerfully. Then his 
expression suddenly became thoughtful, “But my sisters will probably be there when you come by. 
I can try finding the time when they aren’t home but my second sister doesn’t have a fixed 
schedule so it’s likely that you will meet her by accident.” 


Tsuji’s stomach did a flip at the mention of Inukai’s sisters. He had totally forgotten about that. If 
he wasn’t mistaken, Inukai’s communication skills were drilled into him by his two older sisters, 
so they couldn’t be the silent type. “I'll try my best.” Tsuji said, steeling his will. 


“For the sake of some flowers?” Inukai asked with a teasing smile. 
“No, because they’re Inukai-senpai’s family.” 


Ever since the day Inukai had spent his night in Tsuji’s house, Tsuji had been determined to meet 
his senpai’s family someday. It wasn’t because they were in a relationship but because Inukai had 
always taken care of him. It was only natural to express his gratitude to the people who had 
brought up Inukai to be the wonderful person he was today. 


While Tsuji was building his determination, Inukai was silent the whole time. Then there was a 
strong force pulling Tsuji through the opened gate. Before Tsuji could say anything, Inukai 
dragged him past the pebble road to the house door. 


“Senpai?” Tsuji asked worriedly when Inukai was fumbling with the bunch of keys in his right 
hand. 


“Found it.” Inukai announced, unlocking the door with the correct key. 


“Wait, Inukai-senpai.” Tsuji pulled his right hand, making Inukai turn halfway around. 
“Eh?” Inukai blurted out, a surprised look on his face. 


There was nothing unusual in Inukai’s expression so Tsuji hastily apologized: “Sorry, nothing.” 
Was it his imagination? But Inukai was strangely quiet earlier. 


“Tsuji-chan is acting weird.” Inukai teased, “Are you nervous? Don’t worry; no one’s home.” He 
reassured with a smile and continued to lead the way into the house. 


Following his senpai, Tsuji took off and put his shoes on the shoe rack, then stepped on the 
wooden floor and walked through a hallway. There was a living room and a dining room on the 
way but they went straight to the bathroom at the end of the hallway. They had had dinner at the 
cafeteria in the HQ earlier so all that was left to do was take a bath and go to bed. 


“Do you bring a pajama?” Inukai asked, looking at Tsuji’s luggage — which only consisted of a 
gym bag. Tsuji shook his head. “Ill lend you one.” Inukai decided, opening the bathroom door and 
starting to give Tsuji instructions about where he could put his current clothing and how to get hot 
water from the shower because the bath wasn’t heated. The use of soaps and shampoos was 
heavily stressed on because... “If you use my sisters’ shampoos, you won’t see me alive next 
week.” 


Tsuji shuddered involuntarily. Girls were scary, weren’t they? 


After vowing not to touch Inuka1’s sisters’ personal assets, Tsuji was allowed to take a shower. 
Inukai quickly dashed away before Tsuji could ask why he didn’t go in first. It was just a shower 
so it didn’t matter who was ahead, he guessed. 


Unlike Tsuji who used one kind of soap for both his hair and body, Inukai’s shower products 
varied greatly. Despite the prior instruction, he was still unable to differentiate all these bottles, so 
in the end, he used the body wash for everything. As expected, it didn’t produce the same scent as 
Inukai at all. The smell of his senpai that Tsuji was familiar with had to be a correct mixture of all 
these complicated self-care products. 


When Tsuji got out of the shower, there was a midnight blue colored pajama ready in the laundry 
room. He put it on, slightly surprised that the sleeves didn’t reach his wrist. Well, he was taller 
than Inukai, so maybe their limbs’ lengths also differed. 


“Oh, Tsuji-chan is fast.” was Inukai’s comment when Tsuji opened the bathroom door, “The 
pajama looks nice on you.” 


“What were you doing while waiting for me?” Tsuji asked after mumbling a thank-you, finding 
sweat on Inukai’s forehead. 


“Just tidy up my room a bit so you can spend the night.” Inukai grinned, repeating the same 
sentence Tsuji had said on the day he’d stayed over. “Go upstairs. My room is the last one at the 
end of the hallway. I left the door open.” he informed before disappearing behind the bathroom 
door. 


Following the guidance, Tsuji easily reached the mentioned room. The room was painted in a light 
blue color, resembling a sky. There was a bed in a corner with a straightened white sheet and 
blanket; the pillow was missing. Under the windows on the other side of the room stood a desk 
where textbooks and reference books lay haphazardly. Beside it, in a corner, was a bookshelf 
containing books related to airplanes, mangas, and novels. About half of the mangas were on the 


floor in no specific order. Tsuji soon found his gym bag resting in front of a wooden wardrobe, 
beside a white pillow that should’ ve been on the bed... 


Didn’t Inukai say that he was tidying the room? It didn’t look like any cleaning was going on at all. 
Yet Tsuji couldn’t shake off a strange feeling that this room looked odd. There was something not 
right but he still couldn’t put his hand on it. 


Shaking his head to dismiss the thought, Tsuji crouched down to pick up the mangas and put them 
on the shelf. Maybe Inukai was too tired to fix his room; he could give his senpai a hand. Tsuji 
wasn’t the best at cleaning but he knew how to make a room look cleaner than it truly was. 


After returning the pillow to the bed and stuffing the majority of mangas onto the bookshelf, Tsuji 
had a few volumes left. Time to use his special technique- 


“What are you doing?!” 


A shout erupted behind Tsuji as he was about to lift the sheet to hide the mangas under the bed. He 
hastily spun around and was faced with a panicked Inukai. They stared at each other for a few 
seconds before Inukai’s expression turned into a relaxed one and a smile stretched on his lips. 


“Sorry, I was surprised.” Inukai said, tilting his head to the side with his usual smile, “What are 
you doing, Tsuji-chan?” 


“Tm...” Tsuji hesitated, looking at the mangas in his hand, “... trying to help tidy your room a 
bit.” 


Inukai made an ‘oh’, then walked towards Tsuji and stretched out his arm. “I don’t store my 
mangas under the bed. They belong to the bookshelf.” 


“It’s packed.” Tsuji gestured with his eyes towards the shelf. 
“Don’t worry, give me.” Inukai beamed, opening his hand. 


Tsuji complied without any more questions, then watched Inukai moving to the bookshelf, 
rearranging it. In a few minutes, the extra volumes Tsuji had been holding earlier magically fit in 
the presumably full shelf. 


“See. They belong to the bookshelf.” Inukai swirled back, smiling confidently. Tsuji could only 
nod when his brain was still processing the magic that had just happened. “Sorry, my room is a bit 
messy. Thanks for tidying it up in my stead.” Inukai scratched the back of his head with a sheepish 
smile, “Let me take out the futon set for Tsuji-chan.” 


Without wasting a second, Inukai walked over to the wardrobe and pulled out a neatly folded set of 
futon. 


Then it dawned on Tsuji. “Inukai-senpai,” he called, waiting for Inukai to look at him, “Your room 
is actually clean, isn’t it?” 


“Huh?” Inukai blurted out confusedly. 


“You said you were tidying your room earlier, but in fact, you just messed it up, didn’t you?” Tsuji 
continued, staring at his senpai unwaveringly. 


Inukai stared back. However, after five minutes, he faltered. “How do you tell?” he asked, letting 
out a sigh. 


“You saw my room. I’m sure that you know what a messy room looks like.” Tsuji said steadily. 
He was well aware of the condition of his own room although his mother barely complained about 
it. Of course he wasn’t proud of it and was still working on fixing his habit of leaving things 
around as he liked. However, thanks to that, he could recognize when a room was well-maintained. 
“Tnukai-senpai’s room isn’t like that at all. There is very little dust on the floor, the surface of your 
desk, or even the bookcase. Your bed sheet and blanket are straightened properly-” 


“Tt could be my mom’s doings...” Inukai mumbled but didn’t meet the younger teammate’s eyes. 


“That was my first thought, but after seeing senpai arranging the bookshelf, I’m convinced that 
you’re the one keeping this room clean.” Tsuji concluded, giving his senpai a firm look, which 

Inukai kept dodging. “Why did you go out of your way to take such an unnecessary action?” he 
inquired. 


“T just feel like doing that.” Inukai muttered, stubbornly keeping his eyes on the side. 
“You can lie better than that, Inukai-senpai.” Tsuji said flatly. 


Probably unable to find a good retort, Inukai let out a wry laugh before meeting Tsuji’s gaze with a 
troubled look. “I just...” he hesitated, pressing his lips together. Tsuji patiently waited. “... I don’t 
want to appear too different from Tsuji-chan.” 


The remaining of the sentence was spoken too fast for Tsuji to hear properly, but somehow he still 
got the idea. And before he knew it, he’d already snorted out a laugh. “Inukai-senpai is quite cute-” 
he halted and corrected, “I mean, considerate, isn’t he?” 


Inukai crossed his arms, frowning, “I heard you said cute already. What’s cute about it?” 


It was Tsuji’s turn to fail to find an answer. He’d just blurted it out on impulse. Now that he 
thought about it, what Inukai had done was more on the silly and funny side. However, there was 
something inside Tsuji deeming it as cute and he agreed. “I don’t know.” he decided to be honest, 
“But the fact that Inukai-senpai did that out of concern for me is endearing.” 


The pair of teal eyes widened, then after a couple of blinks, pink color dusted Inukai’s face. He 
brought a hand to his face, averting his eyes to the side. “That’s not what I mean...” he trailed off. 


“Then what do you mean?” Tsuji prompted, careful not to put pressure. 


Yet Inukai still looked like he was cornered. Then all of the sudden, he threw his hands to the air. 
“T don’t know!” he yelled, straightening the futon the last time, and sprang up, “Let’s go to sleep. 
It’s late.” 


“Okay.” Tsuji agreed. He had never planned to put Inukai in a tight spot to begin with. 


When Tsuji was about to get into the futon set on the floor, Inukai walked over to his desk and 
started rearranging his books. So that mess was also intentional. 


Now that Tsuji thought back, Inukai’s tendency to clean his own stuff wasn’t something he’d just 
found out. In their strategy room, everyone had their own corner, and Inukai’s spot was always 
neat. It hadn’t been apparent before because Hatohara had taken the responsibility to keep the 
room tidy in her hand. And then after she was gone, no one was willing to pay attention to any 
matter directly related to her so that fact also slipped away from attention. 


Shaking his head to chase away gloomy thoughts, Tsuji then let his eyes follow Inukai’s quick and 
efficient movements. This was the second time he got to see Inukai with his hair down after a 


shower, but the impression was quite different from the last time. Because Inukai had insisted on 
solving the maths problem, Tsuji lent him his casual clothes, so in the end, Inukai hadn’t looked 
too distant from usual. However, this time, Inukai in a sky blue pajama exuded an entirely 
contrasting vibe from his normal appearance. Tsuji couldn’t describe well what that vibe was like, 
but Inukai seemed more gentle and easier to approach. 


“Seeing senpai cleaning diligently like this makes me ashamed of my room.” said Tsuji 
spontaneously. 


“Yeah, that’s why...” Inukai left the sentence unfinished, but his idea was obvious. That’s why I 
messed my room up on purpose. 


“T appreciate your sentiment, but I’m happy to learn of more aspects about Inukai-senpai.” Tsuji 
said, the corners of his lips curving up slightly, “You barely talk about yourself after all.” 


Inukai turned away again, scratching the back of his head. “Isn’t Tsuji-chan being too eloquent 
today?” he mumbled sheepishly, “Is the sleepiness getting to your head?” 


“T can’t speak properly if I’m sleepy.” Tsuji argued. 


“Tt’s just a figure of speech.” Inukai shot him an annoyed look over his shoulders, “I’m saying 
you’re acting weird.” 


This was the second time he was called weird today. “Not as weird as Inukai-senpai earlier.” Tsuji 
retorted. 


“Huh?” Inukai swirled back, crossing his arms, “When was I being weird?” 


“You yelled at me when I lifted your bed sheet. It wasn’t like Inukai-senpai to lose his composure 
over something trivial like that.” Tsuji continued, “It’s like you were hiding p-” 


Before Tsuji could finish the sentence, Inukai dove straight into him, covering his mouth with both 
hands. They wrestled on the floor. Inukai stubbornly kept his hands over the younger teammate’ s 
mouth while Tsuji fought to pry his senpai’s hands off. It took them almost ten minutes to settle 
down and stare at each other while panting. 


“What’s wrong, Inukai-senpai?” Tsuji asked, regulating his breathing. He had never expected an 
assassination attempt in his senpai’s room. 


“Tm sorry,” Inukai said breathlessly, “I felt that you were going to say something completely not 
suitable for Tsuji-chan.” 


Tsuji lifted an eyebrow confusedly. “Something not suitable for me?” he questioned, “But I was 
just asking if Inukai-senpai was hiding p-” 


Immediately, Inukai smacked a hand to Tsuji’s mouth, interrupting his sentence. And their struggle 
started again. It only dragged out for five minutes this time. 


“Tsuji-chan, I believe we’re both tired.” Inukai said with a forced smile, still having his hand over 
the younger teammate’s mouth, “Let’s stop this?” 


Too drained to put up further resistance, Tsuji simply nodded. The hand left his mouth. “You really 
hide- I’m not saying that word, stop trying to muffle me!” Tsuji raised his voice when Inukai’s 
hand started moving the moment he spoke up, “You really hide your secret under your bed, don’t 
you?” 


Inukai’s face was red, mostly because of the struggle, but somehow was able to turn a hue redder. 
He kept glancing at Tsuji and looking away. “Yes...” After several moments, he whispered ever so 
softly, eyes glued to the ground, “Is it that obvious?” 


“Tt became obvious because of your actions.” Tsuji said honestly, “But under the bed is probably 
the most noticeable hiding place. If you want to hide those, I suggest you find a new location...” 
Tsuji trailed off as he met Inukai’s incredulous look, “Am I saying something wrong, Inukai- 
senpai?” 


“Why are you so nonchalant about this?” Inukai asked heatedly, “Do you have those things in your 
room too?” 


Tsuji averted his eyes to the side. “Well, I don’t actively collect those, but I can’t help coming 
across one or two when I have two brothers, right?” 


“T’m not hearing anything!” Inukai yelled, covering his ears, “Give me back my innocent Tsuji- 
chan!” 


Tsuji facepalmed. “Does Inukai-senpai forget that I’m also a healthy high school boy?” he said 
exasperatedly. 


“Aren’t you awkward with girls?” Inukai sent the younger teammate a pouty look. 
“T’m fine as long as I don’t have to interact with them.” 


Seemingly out of arguments, Inukai lowered his head in defeat. Tsuji couldn’t help feeling guilty 
despite not doing anything wrong so he patted his senpai’s head, mumbling an apology. 


“Where do you hide them in your room?” 


“Eh?” Tsuji blurted out at the sudden change of topic, but Inukai didn’t say anything else so he 
continued, scratching his cheek shyly, “In my bookshelf.” 


A moment of silence passed before Inukai lifted his head abruptly, making Tsuji’s hand slip off. 
“In your bookshelf?” he confirmed incredulously, “Isn’t it dangerous?” 


“If you want to hide a tree, hide it in the forest. My brother said that.” Tsuji explained, “Just 
remember to change the cover so they look like the other books. No one would think of searching 
your bookshelf to find those things.” 


For the whole explanation, Inukai was listening with his mouth hanging open slightly like he was 
swallowing each word. Then he let out a long sigh. “If only I also had an older brother.” he said 
wistfully. 


“You have me now.” Tsuji said before his brain could think through. 


Inukai made a confused sound, giving Tsuji a questioning look. “Tsuji-chan isn’t my sibling.” he 
shook his head, “You’re my boyfriend. I know we’re only experimentally dating, but don’t you see 
me as your lover?” 


The pair of teal eyes locked on Tsuji. For a moment, it felt like he was submerged in the ocean 
when his breath was taken away and his brain went blank. Then the next second, his heart started 
hammering inside his chest when he gazed back into the teal color, which was clear enough for 
him to see his own tense reflection. 


“N-No, I-” Tsuji stuttered, grabbing Inukai’s upper arm, but nothing came up in mind so he kept 
opening and closing his mouth in a futile attempt to clarify his idea. Although he kept repeating the 
fact that they were dating, all he’d ever referred to Inukai as was his senpai, teammate or 
schoolmate. The term boyfriend or lover was brand new. 


But... they were boyfriends, weren’t they? Experimental or whatnot. The thought immediately sent 
heat to Tsuji’s face and he brought a hand up to partly cover it. “... we’re dating so... we should be 
l-lovers, shouldn’t we?” he stumbled over his words, feeling his heart beating faster than ever as 
the word ‘lovers’ was spelt out. 


A choked sound broke out, followed by a series of laughter. In front of Tsuji, Inukai doubled over, 
hugging his stomach when he failed to control his laughing. “Sorry,” Inukai managed a few words, 
“... give me a minute...” 


Tsuji stared at his senpai unbelievably. The earlier embarrassment vaporized from his face, and 
another kind of heat rushed to his head. However, before anger could form words, Tsuji took a 
deep breath, tightening his hold on Inukai’s upper arm and pulled the older teammate straight up so 
their eyes could meet. 


Surprised by the abrupt action, Inukai stopped laughing but his lips still remained in the shape of a 
smile and tears still lingered at the corner of his eyes. 


Catching Inukai’s cheek with his remaining hand, Tsuji leaned in, sealing Inukai’s mouth with his 
lips, putting an end to his laughter. 


They parted after several seconds, much longer than their usual quick kiss. Tsuji felt his heart calm 
down and the newly born anger subside. However, his senpai was still frozen in place, his pair of 
teal eyes wide open. When Inukai blinked, a drop of tears from his earlier laugh rolled down his 
cheek, snapping him back to reality. 


“Th-That’s foul play!” Inukai accused, putting a hand over his mouth as if protecting it. 
“You’re the one making fun of me first.” Tsuji retorted, “I just stopped your laughter.” 
“A kiss isn’t supposed to be used like that.” Inukai frowned. 

“But it worked.” 


They stared at each other for a while, then Inukai gave an annoyed huff and stood up. “Tsuji-chan 
isn’t cute at all today!” he yelled, jumping onto his bed and rolling to face the wall, “Good night!” 


On the contrary, Inukai-senpai is cute today . Of course Tsuji couldn’t say that, knowing it would 
worsen the situation, so he just looked at the back of his senpai in silence. 


Then after a few minutes, he asked: “How about the light, Inukai-senpai?” 


There was no reply, so Tsuji continued to wait while gazing at Inukai’s back. Then after some 
more time, Inukai turned around, giving the younger teammate an exasperated smile. “Stop staring 
at me, Tsuji-chan.” he said, “You can turn off the light or leave it on. I’m fine either way.” 


“Tt’s your room so please tell me your preference.” Tsuji replied instantly. 


With a small sigh, Inukai let out a lighthearted laugh. ““Tsuji-chan is really serious, isn’t he?” he 
said, the familiar smile back on his lips, “That’s what I like about you anyway. Okay, I usually 
leave the light on when my family isn’t home. Is there any inconvenience to you?” 


Tsuji shook his head. 


“That’s good. Let’s sleep now. It’s been a long day.” Inukai smiled cheerfully, “Good night, 
Shinnosuke.” 


Tsuji’s shoulders jumped a little, but he quickly regained his composure. “Good night, Sumiharu- 
senpai.” Words rolled out from his tongue naturally. It had been strange at first, but now, Tsuji 
could say for certain that he liked the sound of Inukai’s name from his own voice. 


It was a nice name, like the person who quickly turned away on the bed with his ears turning an 
adorable pink color. 
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“Tnukai-senpai, wake up.” 


A light tap on his cheek pulled Inukai off the dream land. He stirred slightly, trying to open his 
heavy eyelids to no avail. “What time is it?” he muttered sleepily, hugging the nearest pillow. 
When did he have such a big and warm pillow? A thought crossed Inukai’s mind but he didn’t 
pursue it. Maybe he’d bought this at some point but simply didn’t remember. It was nice to have 
such a nice pillow on a night when his family wasn’t home... 


Wait... then who had just called him? 
“Seven a.m.,” the familiar voice answered. 


Wasn’t it Tsuji’s voice? Inukai faintly wondered but once again, his brain didn’t follow the 
thought. “Five more minutes...” he mumbled. Waking up at seven a.m. was too early for Sunday. 


“Tnukai-senpai.” the voice was patient. It was really Tsuji, wasn’t it? 


“Tt’s Sunday... I don’t have class or defense duty...” Inukai continued to mumble, tightening his 
hug. 


“Just release me, and then senpai can sleep until whatever time you want.” 


“So noisy, Tsuji-chan...” Inukai grumbled, burying his face into the pillow. But somehow, the 
pillow pushed back? Wait... where was he right now? If Tsuji was around, then he had to be in the 
strategy room of the squad? But it was only seven a.m.; who would be in the strategy room at this 
time of the day? 


“Tnukai-senpai, please wake up.” Tsuji’s voice sounded again, with less patience than a few 
moments ago. 


Although Tsuji was always calm, Inukai knew better than to make him angry. Therefore, with all 
his willpower, Inukai forced open his eyes. And a midnight blue smooth surface greeted him. 
Huh? What was this? It looked neither like a bed sheet nor a pillow cover. Moving his gaze 
upwards, Inukai soon found a human chin, then a pair of lips, a well-defined nose... and finally, a 
pair of amethyst eyes staring at him exasperatedly. 


“Ts-Tsuji-chan!” Inukai blurted out incredulously, springing up. 


Tsuji let out a sigh and sat up. “Good morning, Inukai-senpai.” he said monotonously, stretching 
his right shoulder. 


“Why are you here?” Inukai asked confusedly, looking around to check his surroundings. Blue 
wall, familiar furniture,... It was indeed his room. Memories slowly came back to him. “Ah wait, I 
remember.” he waved his hand vaguely. “Good morning, Tsuji-chan,” he said lately. 


Tsuji gave a long yawn, scratching his disheveled black hair. “You can continue sleeping.” he 
offered sluggishly, “Sorry for waking senpai up early, but you wouldn’t let go of me no matter 
what so-” 


“Wait a second.” Inukai cut in, lifting a hand, “Now that you mention it, why are you on my bed, 
Tsuji-chan?” 


“Huh?” Tsuji blurted out, “Your bed?” 


“T remember preparing a futon for you last night, why are you...” Inukai gestured at both of them, 
“... right beside me like this?” 


Tsuji gave the older teammate a blank look, which Inukai responded by tilting his head 
questioningly. “Inukai-senpai,” he finally said. 


“Yes?” 
“The bed you’re talking about is behind you.” 


TInukai blinked once, then twice and slowly turned around. Yes, Tsuji was right, as he always was. 
Inukai’s bed was there, behind him. Not under him. That meant... 


“Tnukai-senpai rolled all over the place last night.” Tsuji said tiredly with a long sigh, “I tried 
putting you back to the bed several times but you never stayed still for longer than ten minutes.” 


“T’m sorry...” Inukai mumbled in shame, covering his face with his hands. 


“T never knew Inukai-senpai’s sleeping habit was this bad...” Tsuji yawned again, probably not 
having enough sleep, “I don’t remember hearing or seeing senpai moving when you stayed at my 
house though.” He scratched the back of his head, looking puzzled. 


Because I didn’t sleep that night. Of course Inukai couldn’t say that. “Maybe my body only moves 
when I’m in a familiar place.” he forged a reason. What choice did he have? There was no way he 
could say that the excitement from being called by his first name had kept him up all night. 


“T see.” Tsuji acknowledged. “Well, at least senpai settled down after crawling into my futon, so I 
could catch some sleep.” he said, stretching his back and standing up. 


“T’m really sorry...” Inukai repeated more sincerely, still keeping his hand on his face. This 
sleeping habit was the reason why he barely agreed to a sleepover despite having many friends. 


“Don’t be,” Tsuji reassured. A slight giggle could be heard. “Inukai-senpai is warm so I had a good 
sleep.” 


“Say that again when you aren’t yawning.” Inukai muttered. 


Tsuji let out a wry sound resembling an awkward laugh. “I’m just not very used to staying up too 
late.” he reasoned, “Anyway, I won’t bother you any further. Have a good sleep, Inukai-senpai.” 


Before Inukai could say anything more, Tsuji hastily left the room, not forgetting to take the gym 
bag containing his clothes along. 


Left alone in his room, and after several long sighs, Inukai could finally forgive himself for letting 
his kouhai witness his disastrous sleeping manner. Still, what had Tsuji said earlier? He had settled 
down after crawling into this futon? Could this be the cure for that cursed habit? 


... aS if. Inukai let out a joyless laugh. Who was he fooling? It probably had something to do with 
Tsuji. 


Obviously, falling back to sleep was impossible, so Inukai made his bed, folded the futon and left 
the room. When he reached the ground floor, Tsuji had already changed into his casual clothes and 
was waiting beside the bathroom door. 


“Eh, why are you here?” Inukai asked but before Tsuji could answer, he figured out the reason. 
Aside from the bathroom and his own room, he hadn’t introduced any other parts of the house to 
his kouhai. Though, Tsuji could’ ve taken a seat either in the dining room or living room — he had 
to see those on the way to the bathroom. 


Yet, he was here waiting for Inukai. What a good-mannered person. 


“Come with me.” Inukai said, gesturing for Tsuji to follow him to the living room, where the light 
coming from the broad windows illuminated more than half of the space. “Pick a seat to your 
liking.” He motioned to the sofa set, “I recommend the armchair. It’s comfortable and you can have 
a full view of the garden.” Then remembering there wasn’t anything interesting to see at this time 
of the year, he cleared his throat, “Or you can watch TV. The remote control is on the table.” 


“T understand.” Tsuji nodded, “Thanks, Inukai-senpai.” 


The introduction was disappointing but Inukai couldn’t help it since his brain didn’t usually 
function this early in the morning. Well, at least Tsuji listened to his recommendation and sat in the 
armchair comfortably. 


“Oh, by the way, Tsuji-chan.” Inukai spun around when he was halfway back to the hallway, “How 
do you like your rolled egg? Sweet or salty?” 


Tsuji made a confused sound, turning his head towards Inukai. 


“For your breakfast.” Inukai explained, “I’m thinking of making a rolled egg to eat with rice and 
some sausages in the fridge.” 


“Ah, I like it sweet.” Tsuji said understandingly, “But please make it according to senpai’s 
preference.” 


“What a coincidence.” Inukai grinned, “I like it sweet too.” 


It took Inukai some time to finish his morning routine, mostly because of his hair. Then he changed 
into casual clothes and went to the kitchen to make breakfast. The rice was prepared by his mother 
yesterday morning so he only had to heat it up. The sausages and rolled egg were done shortly 
after. After setting the table, he went to the living room to fetch Tsuji. 


“The rolled egg tastes exactly like my mom’s cooking.” Tsuji exclaimed in astonishment. 


“Really?” Inukai’s eyes widened but he could hear pride in his own voice, “Your mom is a great 
chef. I’m honored.” 


“Tt’s delicious,” Tsuji confirmed, taking another bite. 


Beaming at the younger teammate, Inukai took a piece of rolled egg into his bowl. “It’s one of a 
few dishes I can cook. I’m glad you like it.” he said contentedly. For some reason, the rolled egg 
he was too familiar with tasted thousands times better today. 


After they finished their breakfast, Tsuji volunteered to do the dishes. Inukai didn’t object but 
offered to help with rinsing. 


“What’s your plan today, Inukai-senpai?” Tsuji asked as he scrubbed the pan. 


“Nothing in particular.” Inukai answered, shrugging, “I cleared my schedule for the trip, then 
changed my mind on the last day due to the invasion, so I’m left with nothing to do now. How 
about Tsuji-chan?” 


“My family is having a shopping trip this morning-” 


“Eh, then you should hurry home.” Inukai interrupted, taking the half-washed pan from Tsuji’s 
hand. 


“T’ve already told them to exclude me when Ninomiya-san asked me to stay with you.” Tsuji said 
nonchalantly, pulling the pan back. 


“T see.” Inukai nodded slowly. Then it hit him, “Wait, why didn’t you tell Ninomiya-san?” 
“T didn’t remember the trip at that moment.” Tsuji shrugged. 
“Tt’s rare to see Tsuji-chan lying.” Inukai chuckled. 


Tsuji stopped his hands. Silence reigned in the kitchen. However, before Inukai could speak up, 
the younger teammate beat him to it. “Sorry,” Tsuji said in a low voice. “I just...” He paused, 
resuming his work, “... didn’t want to leave Inukai-senpai alone.” 


To be completely honest, Inukai predicted this answer. Some parts of him felt bad for making Tsuji 
say it out loud despite knowing altogether. However, the thought of Tsuji lying didn’t sit well in 
Inukai’s mind so he couldn’t help it. It was fair anyway, because Tsuji had seen through and 
exposed his lies many times before. 


“T’m flattered that Tsuji-chan thought of me, but Ninomiya-san would be furious if he found out.” 
Inukai said with a smirk, mimicking Tsuji’s words in the HQ last evening. 


“If you don’t tell, Ninomiya-san won’t know.” Tsuji said flatly, rinsing the pan himself instead of 
giving Inukai since it was the last thing in the sink. 


Slightly taken aback, Inukai stared at Tsuji until the younger teammate couldn’t stand it anymore 
and returned his gaze. “Is it just me or Tsuji-chan is quite daring today?” he said, half joking to 
cover his surprise, “It’s the first time you suggest doing something behind Ninomiya-san’s back.” 


Tsuji frowned as if asking ‘Whose fault is that?’. Inukai smiled back innocently. “Actually...” 
Tsuji mumbled but the remainder of the sentence wasn’t audible so Inukai tilted his head to the 


side cluelessly. 
“Actually what?” Inukai prompted when Tsuji fell silent. 


“We've been kissing behind Ninomiya-san’s back for months, so this isn’t the first time.” Tsuji 
repeated in a low voice. 


“Wh-What-” Inukai stuttered, feeling his smile turning wry, “You bring this up now? Tsuji-chan 
really hates to lose, doesn’t he?” 


“T’m only stating the fact.” Was Tsuji’s answer but the way the corner of his mouth was curving up 
ever so slightly said the opposite. 


Because none of them had any plan, Inukai suggested: “Let’s go on our second date.” and took 
Tsuji to a mall to the west of the Forbidden zone. Instead of taking an hour long bus ride, they took 
advantage of the direct routes and reached the desired destination in thirty minutes. 


This mall was opened last year but Inukai hadn’t gotten a chance to visit it yet because he was 
quite busy with everything going on after Hatohara’s case. His sisters preferred to go with their 
boyfriends rather than their youngest brother who was graduating high school this year, which was 
entirely understandable. In fact, that was exactly what Inukai was doing right now: visiting the mall 
with his partner. 


The mall was spacious — maybe a bit smaller than the one in the center of Cityscape D map — with 
many different stores. There were seven floors in total and each floor was dedicated to a type of 
product. For example: fashion on the ground floor, then first floor for cosmetics and self-care 
products, and so on. 


Neither of them planned to buy anything so they only paced through the stores, taking a brief look 
over all the merchandise and unintentionally observing the structure of the building. Actually, 
Inukai wasn’t even aware that he was doing so until Tsuji murmured something under his breath. 


“Huh? Did you say something?” Inukai lifted an eyebrow. 
Tsuji’s shoulders jumped slightly. “No, nothing.” he shook his head. 
“T definitely heard something.” Inukai gave his younger teammate a long look. 


“Well...” Tsuji averted his eyes to the side, “I just thought that spot would be good for an 
ambush.” Inukai followed his kouhai’s gaze and found the corner that he also had been looking at 
earlier. “Don’t mind it.” Tsuji waved his hand sheepishly, “It’s silly-” 


“No, I’ve been thinking that too.” Inukai laughed, “What are we doing?” 
Tsuji chuckled without saying anything. 


“Let’s walk side by side so we won’t forget this is a date, shall we?” Inukai suggested, taking a few 
steps backwards so they were beside each other now. 


“Sure,” Tsuji agreed. 


Because Tsuji had been walking behind Inukai like they’d always done in the Ninomiya squad’s 
formation, it triggered their habits. Hopefully this would solve the problem. It was kind of 


embarrassing to propose a date and then proceed to do something completely irrelevant. 


Suddenly, something grabbed Inukai’s hand, startling him a bit, but he quickly recognized the 
familiar coolness of Tsuji’s palm. 


“Let’s hold hands.” Tsuji said quietly, “This way, I won’t ever forget this is a date.” 


That was true, but... Inukai quickly scanned their surroundings. There were many people around. 
This was why he only offered to walk side by side. However, it wasn’t wise to pull his hand back 
right now. Moreover, this mall lay in the exact opposite direction of their neighborhood; it would 
be unlikely to run into someone they knew. Holding hands should be safe, he guessed. 


With that analysis, Inukai latched their fingers together. “Okay, let’s go.” Inukai grinned, resuming 
their trip and pulling Tsuji with him. 


Bored of window shopping, Inukai and Tsuji went to the gaming center on the top floor. It was 
advertised to have many new arcade games. However, considering the time they’d spent on games, 
which was close to none, Inukai doubted he could tell which one was recent. 


After a few trials and errors, Inukai finally found an interesting game: zombie shooting. 


“Aren’t you tired of shooting yet, Inukai-senpai?” Tsuji said with an unimpressed look, “And it’s 
also an old game.” 


“Shooting zombies is new to me, okay?” Inukai argued, “And pick up your gun, we aren’t playing 
zombie slashing. Aren’t you tired of using a close-range weapon yet?” 


“A knife is different from a sword.” 
The starting signal went off, pulling their attention back to the screen. 


“They’re so slow I can go to fetch a drink before they can reach me.” Inukai commented as he 
lazily shot down every single zombie appearing. 


“Tt’s just the beginning.” Tsuji said, slashing an approaching opponent from his side. 


As they advanced, the stages became more difficult and fast-paced, yet it still posed no threat 
because the trion soldiers were much more agile. With their usual formation with Tsuji as a 
vanguard and Inukai covering for him, they cleared through hordes of zombies without breaking a 
sweat. While Inukai shot at the enemies’ weak points accurately, Tsuji proved that a gun wasn’t 
necessary in a shooting game. 


Without them knowing, a crowd gathered but the cheers didn’t affect their concentration one bit. 
Eventually, the last boss was defeated and the word ‘Congratulations’ sparkled on the screen 
where Inukai and Tsuji’s score swiftly took the top place. Sharing a brief look, they adopted the 
name ‘Nino’ as their alias and hoped their captain would never pass by or try out this game. 


“Let’s try that one next!” Inukai suggested enthusiastically, pulling Tsuji towards another game 
that let them ride in a car. 


“Another shooting game, really?” Tsuji questioned but didn’t resist. 


The crowd followed them closely, probably expecting another impressive performance. 


However, as soon as the game began, Inukai knew he’d made a grave mistake. 


“Why are we shooting at the dinosaurs?!” The ever calm and collected Tsuji shouted at the top of 
his lungs with a terrified expression when Inukai skillfully gunned down a carnivorous dinosaur 
running towards them on the screen. 


“Tt’s a game, Tsuji-chan.” Inukai reminded his kouhai, lifting his gun again when another target 
appeared. 


However, once Inukai pulled the trigger, Tsuji shoved his gun aside, causing the bullets to miss 
and granting the dinosaur a chance to strike at them. The car shook violently. The HP bar flickered 
as it was reduced mercilessly. 


“What are you doing?!” Inukai yelled, trying to take aim again. 
“No, don’t shoot at them!” Tsuji yelled back, stirring the car to dodge the next assault. 
“They’re attacking us!” 


“No, we’re invading their habitat so they’re fighting back.” Tsuji said firmly, stomping the 
accelerator to widen their distance from the dinosaur. 


“It’s a game, Tsuji-chan!” Inukai shouted exasperatedly, starting to feel dizzy with all the stirring, 
“Dodging won’t score points; let me shoot them!” 


“No, I refuse to condone such brutality.” 


Just like that, every time Inukai lifted the gun, Tsuji would push him, knowing the older 
teammate’s accuracy would guarantee a hit despite the rough ride. Obviously, the game wasn’t 
designed for them to simply run away, so in the end, the dinosaurs surrounded them and the word 
‘Defeated’ rolled on the screen. 


Disappointing sounds were heard and the crowd slowly dissipated. 


Inukai stared at the screen for a few seconds before moving his gaze to the younger teammate on 
the right, who was glaring daggers at him. “Uhm... Tsuji-chan,” Inukai spoke up when Tsuji 
seemed to want to say something, “You’re aware that this is a game, right?” 


“T know.” Tsuji answered curtly. The intensity in his look didn’t cease a tiny bit. 
“You’re also aware that no dinosaur will be harmed even if I shoot them in here, right?” 


It wasn’t like there was any dinosaur alive to be hurt anyway. Still, Inukai didn’t have the heart to 
say this, so he phrased his sentences carefully. 


Tsuji didn’t answer right away but he gave a nod after a while. 
“Then there’s no reason to get worked up like that, is there?” Inukai asked hopefully. 
“No, I still can’t accept such a cruel game.” Tsuji gave a firm head shake and got out of the car. 


Inukai quickly followed. “You slashed zombies like nothing. They were once humans, weren’t 
they? Wouldn’t that count as cruel too?” he reasoned, earning a narrow look from his kouhai. 


“T’ll choose the game this time.” Tsuji suddenly said, not answering any of the questions. 


“Okay,” Inukai shrugged. Tsuji had gone along with his requests so it was fair that he got to select 
the next game. Not that Inukai had anything to fear. 


As if determined from the beginning, Tsuji pulled Inukai straight to an arcade cabinet near the 
entrance. There was a big airplane sticker on the side of that cabinet together with the name that 
gave Inukai a bad feeling: Infernal Sky. 


“Let’s shoot down some aircrafts, shall we?” Tsuji said with an indifferent — almost cold — 
expression. 


“Fine by me.” Inukai smiled, holding out a hand to receive the controller from the younger 
teammate. He would prove to Tsuji that a grown-up could differentiate fiction and reality with 
ease. 


... or so he thought... 
“You didn’t hit a single target.” Tsuji commented dryly. 


On the floor on all fours, Inukai couldn’t lift his head to either look at the game screen or his 
kouhai. The terror when the first airplane appearing on the screen started burning and plummeting 
from the crimson sky in sunset carved into his mind and flashed back every time Tsuji pressed a 
button on his controller. “You’re right, Tsuji-chan.” Inukai whispered, tightening his fists, “Such 
brutality against airplanes has to be stopped. Let me torch this machine.” 


“You’re fully aware that this is a game right, Inukai-senpai?” 


After trying out some rhythm games — and failing miserably, Inukai called it a day and led Tsuji to 
a family restaurant in the mall to have lunch. Actually he wanted to try out the new fast food chain 
store, but considering Tsuji’s balanced diet at home, he made this choice. 


While waiting for food, Inukai took out the pair of keychains they’d received as rewards for taking 
the first place in the shooting game. There were green and purple zombie figurines coming along 
with each keychain, but the design was somewhat spooky so he just stuffed them into his pocket 
upon obtaining them. 


“Let’s split these.” Inukai offered, “Which one do you prefer, Tsuji-chan?” 
“Tt’s fine. Inukai-senpai can keep both.” Tsuji lifted a hand, flatly denying it. 


“T’m taking the green zombie then.” Inukai decided, adding the green zombie into his bunch of 
keys, which looked totally out of place when the other accessory was a white pompon — his 
seventeenth birthday gift from Hiyami. 


Tsuji gave the purple zombie that Inukai pushed towards him a wary look but still slipped it into 
his pants pocket. 


The food arrived shortly after and they dug in. 


“Thanks for the date.” Inukai chirped happily when they arrived at his home. He took off his shoes 
and stepped on the wooden floor, thinking of going to wash his face and taking a nap, but 
something tugged at his mind so he spun back. “Tsuji-chan?” he called when the younger 


teammate still stood at the doorway, seemingly in a daze. 
Tsuji’s shoulders jumped a little, but he quickly regained his composure. “Yes?” he answered. 


“Aren’t you coming in?” Inukai tilted his head to the side. Then it dawned on him. “Or are you 
going home?” 


“No, [ll be staying for a while longer.” Tsuji hastily said, stepping in and closing the door behind 
his back. “... If it’s okay with you.” he added lately. 


“Of course, I’m okay with it.” Inukai lifted his eyebrows confusedly, “Why are you acting all 
fidgety now?” 


Tsuji opened his mouth but clammed up right away. His gaze fell to the ground. 
“Tsuji-chan?” Inukai called, slightly worried, “Is there something wrong?” 


“No,” Tsuji shook his head, lifting his head to meet Inukai’s eyes. “It’s just...” he struggled, “... I 
mean, does the date end here?” 


Inukai blinked. “Yes, I suppose?” His answer came out like a question because he still hadn’t 
understood his kouhai’s point. 


“T see.” Tsuji nodded understandingly, but his sigh didn’t escape the older teammate. 
“Do you want to go somewhere else?” 


Tsuji shook his head again. “I have nothing else in mind.” he said, “But it was shorter than I 
thought...” 


“Ah!” Inukai exclaimed, startling the younger teammate. “I got it.” he said with a smile, “Our first 
date was a pretty long one, wasn’t it? I understand your disappointment.” 


“No, I’m not disappointed.” Tsuji quickly denied. 


“T can tell when you’ re lying, Tsuji-chan.” Inukai grinned, reaching out to grab Tsuji’s wrist, 
“Hurry up, take off your shoes. We’ll continue with a home date now.” 


A confused sound escaped Tsuji’s lips but he did as told and Inukai pulled him towards the living 
room. 


“Sit here and choose a movie you like on the TV.” Inukai instructed, gesturing at the sofa set, “Tl 
be right back.” 


Not waiting for Tsuji’s response, Inukai dashed away. 


First, Inukai checked the cupboards in the kitchen and took all the available snacks. This might get 
him an earful tomorrow because most of these belonged to his sisters, but it didn’t matter now. 
And if he was lucky, he could buy them back before they noticed. When he dropped all the snacks 
onto the low table in the living room, Tsuji gave him an incredulous look. 


“Did you find a movie to watch?” Inukai asked before Tsuji could question. 


“Not yet.” The younger teammate shook his head slightly, still staring at the bunch of snacks, 
“What are-” 


“Focus on your task. [’Il explain later.” Inukai interrupted and quickly retreated from the room 
again, feeling Tsuji’s confused stare on his back. 


Food was done, so obviously, the second priority was drink. Soft drinks were frowned upon by the 
majority in Inukai’s house — namely his parents and his sisters, or simply everyone except himself 
— so there were only sugar-free fruit juice and tea in the fridge. Without much consideration, he 
picked a barley tea bottle and a box of grape juice and brought them to the living room along with 
two mugs. 


“Eh, isn’t that the movie we watched together last year?” Placing the mugs and bottles on the table, 
Inukai wondered out loud and plopped down on the couch. He also noticed the mess of snacks 
earlier was separated into two piles of sweet and savory types. 


“This is the prequel.” Tsuji said. 
“Oh, there is a prequel? I never know.” 


“T looked it up when I got home that day.” Tsuji explained, playing with the remote control in his 
hand, “I’ve wanted to watch it but haven’t had a chance till now.” 


“Too busy?” Inukai asked without looking as he poured barley tea into the mugs, “Isn’t it a bit 
early to prepare for the university entrance exam?” Since he knew by heart Tsuji’s schedule in the 
Border, which wasn’t too packed, schoolwork was the only guess left. Video games couldn’t keep 
Tsuji from watching a movie he took an interest in. 


“No, I had plenty of free time.” 
“Could it be that you’ ve been waiting for me?” Inukai teased, sending his kouhai a knowing look. 


Tsuji gave a nod without hesitation. “I tried watching alone but it didn’t feel the same without 
Inukai-senpai.” he said honestly, making Inukai unknowingly avert his eyes to the side. “Shall I 
start it?” Tsuji questioned, staring at the TV screen expectantly. 


“Go on- oh wait.” 
“Huh?” 


Inukai patted the spot beside him on the couch. “Come here.” he said with a grin, “That armchair 
isn’t the best position to watch a movie.” 


Tsuji opened his mouth, probably about to deny, but halted for some reason. Then he stood up, 
walked towards the couch and sat down right beside Inukai. Their shoulders almost touched. 


“JT mean anywhere on the couch...” Inukai mumbled dazedly. “Never mind, let’s start!” he hastily 
said when Tsuji gave him a clueless look. 


After Tsuji pressed the start button, Inukai handed him a mug and a bag of mini dorayakis while 
taking a bag of potato chips for himself. They both leaned on the backrest and gazed at the TV 
screen in silence, waiting for the movie to begin. 


As expected of the first movie of the series, the introduction was quite long. Therefore, Inukai 
somewhat became bored and started fiddling with Tsuji’s hand that was resting on his knee. The 
younger teammate didn’t say anything and just let him. 


Ever since the first time they officially held hands, Inukai had developed a new habit of playing 


with Tsuji’s hand whenever they were alone together. One of a few things he noticed was that their 
hands’ sizes were similar in trion bodies while in the flesh, Tsuji’s hand was slightly bigger than 
Inukai’s. Because they’d passed their growth spurt, their trion bodies were only modified once a 
year. A few millimeters difference wouldn’t hinder their reaction anyway. 


“Tsuji-chan is really diligent, isn’t he?” Inukai said absentmindedly, caressing the calluses in 
Tsuji’s palm and on his fingers, “I’d never imagine practicing in my flesh body.” 


“You wouldn’t be allowed to own a real gun anyway.” Tsuji pointed out. 


“You're right.” Inukai grinned, “But I mean all the sores you would get if you strained your flesh 
body. I wouldn’t like to experience that at all.” 


“Tt isn’t that bad when you’re used to it.” The younger teammate answered half-heartedly, still 
paying full attention to the movie. Tsuji hated to miss details of a film, so he rarely took his eyes 
off the screen once it started. Yet he still paid enough attention to Inukai’s random blabbing, which 
was sweet in a sense. 


An explosion drew Inukai’s eyes back to the TV. He inadvertently squeezed Tsuji’s hand when 
several warplanes emerged. Knowing he wasn’t paying attention, Tsuji summarized the situation. 
A new island was discovered between two countries. After several failed negotiations, they went 
into war. Inukai only listened partly because the planes had already captured his mind, but he 
tightened his hold a bit to signal Tsuji that he’d gotten it. 


“Doesn’t Inukai-senpai mind when airplanes are destroyed in a movie?” Tsuji questioned when the 
war came to a truce and everything left was only wreckage and debris. 


TInukai let out a breath he didn’t know he was holding. “Ah, no, I don’t mind.” he shook his head, 
taking a sip from his drink. “It’s different from when I have to destroy them with my own hands.” 
Inukai continued, knowing what Tsuji was getting at, “Isn’t it the same for Tsuji-chan? You didn’t 
bat an eye when the dinosaurs were kil-harmed in the sequel.” 


There was a moment of silence, and then Tsuji asked: “How did you know? Were you looking at 
me?” 


“No, because you didn’t scream or want to burn the theater.” Inukai said with a wide grin. 


“Tt’s you who wanted to burn something, Inukai-senpai.” Tsuji retorted, sending the older 
teammate a frown. 


“Oh, so you’re aware that you were screaming?” Inukai beamed. 


Tsuji’s eyes widened a bit, a faint blush expanding on his cheeks. “I can’t help it.” he mumbled, 
turning back to the TV and stuffing a few mini dorayakis into his mouth. 


Inukai laughed loudly and poked at the younger teammate’s puffed cheek, ““Tsuji-chan is so cute.” 
Tsuji ignored him. 


When the movie reached another boring part related to the meeting of the general of an army and 
his destined partner, Inukai’s focus drifted away again. Unlike the sequel, the pace of this movie 
was kind of slow. Maybe that was why it hadn’t been well-known before. He picked Tsuji’s hand 
up again and traced his long and slender fingers. 


“Ts my hand that interesting to Inukai-senpai?” Tsuji suddenly asked, eyes still glued to the TV 


screen. 


For a moment, nothing came to Inukai’s head so he just stared at Tsuji’s face from the side. Then 
his brain slowly got back to work. “More interesting than the movie currently.” he joked. 


Tsuji didn’t say anything, probably waiting for a more proper answer. 


“Well, not that I have a hand fetish or something.” Inukai tried again, drawing circles in Tsuji’s 
palm with his index finger. “But your hand has told me more stories about yourself than you have.” 
He smiled, caressing the calluses, “These for example. Tsuji-chan never told me he also practiced 
swords in his flesh body.” 


“Anything else?” Tsuji suddenly asked, catching Inukai’s finger without looking. 


Inukai tried to pull back but the grip was firm so he let it be. “Let’s see...” he hummed, “Your 
nails are trimmed neatly, probably to avoid unnecessary injuries while playing sports.” 


“Basketball.” 
“Rh?” 


“T used to be in the basketball club in my middle school.” Tsuji said in a quiet voice like he was 
reminiscing, “Long nails made it harder to shoot, and also dangerous, so trimming fingernails 
became my habit. I quitted the club after enlisting in the Border, but I still play with my classmates 
sometimes, so I maintain that habit.” 


“Oh, I see.” Inukai acknowledged, slightly surprised by the sudden revelation, “Tall people are 
often recruited by basketball clubs, aren’t they?” Their current height difference wasn’t significant 
but Tsuji was younger so he might continue to grow. It would be funny if he outgrew even 
Ninomiya. 


“Ts there something funny in what I said?” 


Only then, Inukai realized he had giggled out loud at his own thoughts. “Nothing,” he shook his 
head, forgetting that Tsuji wasn’t looking at him. “I just thought it would be nice if I could see 
Tsuji-chan playing basketball sometimes.” Throwing a random reason, Inukai moved his gaze back 
to the screen to check if the boring part was done. To his dismay, it wasn’t. 


“T can call Inukai-senpai when we play.” Tsuji said, taking a swig from his mug of barley tea. 
Then, seemingly remembering something, he turned halfway towards Inukai. “Won’t you play 
with us? Not all of us have prior experience in basketball; we just play freely.” 


“T will spare myself the embarrassment in front of a bunch of kouhais.” Inukai laughed, waving his 
free hand dismissively. 


“Isn’t Inukai-senpai good at sports?” Tsuji tilted his head to the side. 
“T’m not bad, but not good either.” Inukai scratched his chin. 


“Your hand suggests not.” Tsuji analyzed, changing his grip so he now held four fingers and 
looked at the back of Inukai’s hand. 


“Sorry for having a pretty hand.” Inukai huffed, retrieving his hand easily due to the loose grip, 
“But I was in a sports club in middle school too.” 


Tsuji didn’t look surprised by the information but his eyebrows frowned ever so slightly, implying 
that he wasn’t happy with Inukai’s action. “Was it the track club?” he asked, earning an astounded 
look from the older teammate. 


“How do you know?” asked Inukai, impressed. 
“You don’t use your hand often and your mobility is high.” Tsuji explained it like it was obvious. 
“Wow, isn’t Tsuji-chan sharp?” Inukai praised, smacking his kouhai’s shoulder. 


“Tt’s just simple logic.” Tsuji said, moving this gaze back to the TV, where the army’s general was 
trying to convince his partner to flee to a safe place without him. “What other information did you 
find from my hand?” he asked, holding out his hand towards Inukai. 


It was rare to see Tsuji stubbornly pursuing a matter about himself. Inukai faintly wondered what 
had gotten to his kouhai but didn’t ask. Instead, he gently held the hand offered to him in his right 
hand and traced the skin with a finger from his left hand. Tsuji shuddered involuntarily. Stopping 
his finger on a faded scar on the side of Tsuji’s palm, Inukai mumbled: “This wound must be 
deep.” 


“It was from my first year of middle school.” Tsuji answered without Inukai asking, “Ninomiya- 
san saved me from a Bamster, but his power was too fearsome, I lost balance and scraped my 
hand.” 


For a moment, Inukai could only stare at his younger teammate, not knowing what to respond. The 
admiration and gratitude flickering deep inside the pair of amethyst eyes stupefied him. He had 
known for a long time about Tsuji’s respect for Ninomiya but he’d never questioned the reason 
because Inukai himself also held the same level of respect for the captain. However, today's talk 
opened his eyes. It was arrogant of him to assume that their adoration towards Ninomiya was the 
same. 


“So that was how you decided to enlist at the Border.” Inukai finally said, slightly surprised by the 
softness of his own voice, as if he was afraid to interrupt a precious memory. 


Tsuji gave a nod. “How about Inukai-senpai?” he asked, “Why did you join the Border?” 


Putting Tsuji’s hand back to his knee, Inukai crossed his arms, making a long hum. “It’s nothing as 
impressive as your reason.” he said. Now that he knew of Tsuji’s reason, his story couldn’t be 
duller. 


“Please tell me.” Tsuji said, turning towards the older teammate with a determined look. 


“Aren’t they talking about something important in the movie?” Inukai averted his eyes to the side, 
pointing at the TV screen, “Are you sure you want to miss that?” 


“T’m still listening to their conversation.” Tsuji said nonchalantly, “They’re discussing if they 
should steal the dinosaurs’ eggs from the island.” 


“Are you trying to be an Operator?” Inukai mumbled. 
“No, I prefer to be on the field.” Tsuji shook his head instantly, clearly missing the joke. 


“T mean your parallel processing ability...” Inukai muttered with a wry smile. “Never mind. If you 
really want to know then [’Il tell you.” he sighed, feeling bad for some reason when Tsuji stared at 
him expectantly, “I joined the Border because Arafune told me to.” 


Tsuji blinked. 
“Unexpectedly boring right?” Inukai shrugged, “That’s why I told you-” 


“T didn’t expect Arafune-senpai to be that close to Inukai-senpai.” Tsuji interrupted, saying 
something Inukai totally didn’t foresee. 


“What made you say that?” Inukai lifted an eyebrow. 


“You don’t join an organization to fight against creatures from the other worlds just because a 
normal friend tells you to.” 


“Hmm, that makes sense.” 
“So Inukai-senpai probably enlisted because he was worried about Arafune-senpai, didn’t he?” 


“Wait wait, you’re stretching it.” Inukai waved his hand dismissively, “Unlike you, I didn’t take 
the Border very seriously at first. I just followed Arafune because it seemed fun. It’s every boy’s 
dream to wield a weapon and fight against monsters at least once in his life, right?” 


Tsuji gave him a skeptical look. 


“It’s true, I swear.” Inukai raised a hand on the side of his head like vowing an oath, “Besides, 
Arafune can take care of himself, unlike me who has to rely on my kouhai to watch my back.” 


A huff slipped from Tsuji’s nose, indicating a laugh he failed to muffle. 
“You made me say it.” Inukai grumbled, sending the younger teammate a sideways look. 


“T’ll do my best to watch Inukai-senpai’s back.” Tsuji said with a smile that clearly held some 
teasing hint. 


“No, you should watch the movie now.” 


“T’m still listening to it. They’re on the way to take the dinosaur eggs. You might like the scene; 
there seem to be a lot of airplanes involved.” 


“Your concentration scares me, Tsuji-chan.” 


Snapping his eyes open, Inukai almost had a heart attack when he was greeted by a face at zero 
distance. Inhaling sharply, he pressed his lips together to hold back a scream, and then slowly 
regulated his breathing. It was blurry due to the close distance but he eventually recognized the 
familiar features on the face right in front of him: Tsuji was sleeping peacefully. 


It took Inukai a while to remember that they had been watching a movie and talking about various 
topics. Then what had happened after that? His memory was rather hazy so he couldn’t say for 
sure, but he had probably fallen asleep somewhere. But why was Tsuji sleeping beside him too? 
Ah, probably because of the lack of sleep from last night. Inukai thought in shame. 


To make up for the horrible night Tsuji had experienced due to Inukai’s terrible sleeping habit, 
Inukai guessed he could let the younger teammate sleep for a while longer... Wait. Something 
wasn’t right here. 


Considering the soft surface he was on and his straight back, it was undoubtedly that he was on the 


couch. Yet, taking his sleeping manners into account, there was no way he had fallen asleep on the 
couch and also woke up on the same couch. He should be somewhere on the floor or worse — in the 
hallway. Yes, he knew this was nothing to brag about, but because he was aware of his shameful 
behavior, the fact that he still remained in this position was definitely strange. 


Was it Tsuji’s magic? 

What had his kouhai said this morning? 

“Well, at least senpai settled down after crawling into my futon, so I could catch some sleep.” 
Right. That. 


So as long as Tsuji stayed beside him, he wouldn’t move during his sleep? What miracle was this? 
Inukai felt like crying. After eighteen long years, he’d finally found the cure for his troublesome 
sleeping habit. And the cure was right by his side all this time... 


Auh? 


Wanting to bring his hand up to wipe his eyes, Inukai suddenly found he couldn’t. He was lying on 
his right side with his back against the backrest of the couch, so his dominant hand should be free 
to move, shouldn’t it? Why wasn’t it working? 


Trying to curve his fingers to confirm that his hand wasn’t paralyzed, Inukai was slightly confused, 
finding them moving normally. His arm was still intact — thankfully, and the joints worked 
perfectly well. Why couldn’t he bring his hand to his face? Whenever he tried to lift it, something 
prevented him, as if he was tied up by a robe. Turning his head a little, Inukai finally found the 
cause: Tsuji’s arms tightly wrapped around him. 


Letting out a breath of relief, Inukai mentally knocked his head for over-thinking. The thought that 
Tsuji, who was somewhat reluctant to initiate physical contacts, could hold someone so tightly 
during his sleep was quite adorable. Inukai couldn’t wait to tease his cute kouhai about this when 
he woke up. 


With that thought, Inukai decided to close his eyes for a few more minutes. But first, he needed to 
stretch his legs a bit because they felt rather numb... 


... He couldn’t. 


What was it? Both of his legs refused to move. There was a tremendous weight restraining them in 
place. 


For a moment, chills ran down Inukai’s spine. Then the next, realization dawned on him. 
So... this was the truth of what he had claimed to be a miracle. 


It wasn’t anything as romantic as the safe feeling or liking the warmth coming from the other 
person that was depicted in a movie or a novel. 


The reason why Inukai settled down with Tsuji by his side was much simpler than that. He didn’t 
move during his sleep because it was physically impossible. Tsuji’s hug was too tight for anything 
to manage an escape without waking him up. 


“Tsuji-chan, wake up.” Inukai called, unable to hide the disappointment in his voice. The only cure 
for his sleeping habit was physical restraints, wasn’t it? 


After a few more calls, Tsuji’s eyes fluttered open. 
“Good morning, Tsuji-chan.” 


“Good morning... Inukai-senpai.” 


The short nap took them to four p.m.. While tidying the living room, Tsuji continuously apologized 
to Inukai for using him as a hugging pillow. Inukai assured him that wasn’t a problem because 
thanks to Tsuji’s restraints, Inukai could stay still on the couch and hadn’t accidentally knocked 
down the table full of snacks and drinks. 


“T’m happy to be hugged by Shin-chan. Just make sure to be gentler next time.” Inukai teased, 
sending his kouhai a wide grin. 


Tsuji averted his eyes to the floor, mumbling something under his breath. 
“Huh?” Inukai lifted an eyebrow, “What is it?” 


A troubled expression appeared on Tsuji’s face. “I never knew I had this habit...” he said in a low 
voice, pressing his lips together. 


“Eh? Really?” 


“T’ve never slept close enough to anyone to hug them.” Tsuji explained, his eyebrows knitted into a 
line. Inukai had to fight the urge to give him a tight hug right there and then. “After Inukai-senpai 
fell asleep on my shoulder, your warmth made me sleepy so I thought that I could close my eyes 
for a bit...” he trailed off in the end then suddenly bowed his head sharply, “I apologize for the 
inconvenience!” 


“You’ve been apologizing for fifteen minutes straight. I said it was fine.” Inukai sighed, waving 
his hand. “Shouldn’t we do something more productive?” he suggested. 


Tsuji lifted his head, raising an eyebrow questioningly. 


“T mean dinner.” Inukai went straight to the point, “If we don’t start cooking now, we’ll have to go 
out again to buy dinner.” 


Tsuji let out an ‘ah’ then hastily brought the remaining snacks to the kitchen while Inukai quickly 
cleaned the low table. 


There was some chicken in the fridge so they agreed to try making fried chicken. Thankfully, there 
was also salad for the sake of a balanced meal. They also had a few clams so Tsuji suggested 
making clam miso soup — Hatohara’s favorite food that she had unintentionally taught the squad 
the recipe. 


“Let me confirm the steps of making miso soup with Hiyami-chan. You can fry the chicken in the 
meantime.” Inukai said, leaving the kitchen to fetch the phone he left in the living room. 


“Roger.” 


However, as soon as Inukai walked into the living room, his phone rang; his oldest sister’s number 
appeared on the screen. Inukai picked up, exchanging basic greetings and answering a few 
questions regarding his well-being. After making sure his family was safe and enjoying the trip, 


Inukai hung up, not forgetting to promise that he would come with them next time. 
Forgetting what he was supposed to do, Inukai brought the phone back to the kitchen... 
... and almost dropped it. 

“Tsuji-chan! What are you doing?!” Inukai yelled, dashing towards the stove. 

“T’m frying the chicken?” Tsuji said confusedly. 

“Why are all the chicken in the pot when the oil isn’t boiled yet?” Inukai inquired. 


“Isn’t it dangerous to drop the chicken into hot oil?” Tsuji frowned, clearly puzzled, “So I think I 
should put them in when the oil is cool and turn the fire on after that.” 


“No, you aren’t supposed to do that.” Inukai said unbelievably, hastily removing the chicken from 
the pot. 


However, because the chicken had stayed in the pot for the whole time Inukai had been on the 
phone, the batter and meat were soaked with oil. Even if they fried it correctly now, Inukai doubted 
the dish would be edible. Yes, he liked fast food, but biting into a piece of chicken full of oil would 
be horrid... Thinking about it made the snacks he’d consumed earlier come back up his throat. 


“So... we lost our main dish.” Inukai concluded solemnly. Seeing Tsuji with his eyes downcast 
and his head hung low prevented him from complaining any further. Moreover, blaming Tsuji now 
wouldn’t make the chicken return to their original state so it was better to let it go. “Let me ask 
Hiyami-chan to see if we can make a meal with our remaining ingredients.” he said, opening the 
messaging application and tapping on the Hiyami icon. “You can lift your head, Tsuji-chan. It’s 
my fault for giving unclear instruction.” Inukai sighed, looking at Tsuji while typing the message, 
and then he gave the phone screen a quick glance to check if there was any serious typo before 
sending. 


Tsuji still refused to look up so Inukai put his phone on the table and approached him. 


“Tt’s just some chicken, Tsuji-chan.” Inukai soothed, reaching out to hold Tsuji’s face in his palms 
and lifted his head so their eyes could meet. “Look at me,” he said, smiling brightly, “Do I look sad 
to you?” 


“No, but...” Tsuji mumbled, his face churned up like he’d just swallow a piece of lemon. 

“Do you know why I’m not sad?” 

Tsuji shook his head with a guilty expression. 

“Because Tsuji-chan is with me.” Inukai beamed, “That’s all I need to be happy.” 

Tsuji’s eyes widened as he gasped. 

“How about you, Tsuji-chan?” Inukai asked in a softer voice, “Are you happy to be here with me?” 


Pressing his lips together, Tsuji hesitated for a few seconds and gave a firm nod. Inukai grinned 
and ruffled his kouhai’s hair affectionately. 


Just as Tsuji regained his spirits, Inukai’s phone vibrated. He went back to the table and picked it 
up. “Huh?” A surprised sound escaped his lips as soon as the screen lit up. 


“What’s wrong?” Tsuji asked with a concerned expression. 


“Message from Ninomiya-san.” Inukai said confusedly, tapping on the notification. “Maybe he’s 
checking if you’re babysitting me correctly.” he joked, making Tsuji chuckle. However, Inukai’s 
smile quickly froze. 


The message that was supposed to be sent to Hiyami had actually gone into the squad group chat. 
Usually the group chat’s icon was the squad’s emblem, but on Hiyami’s birthday in January, 
Inukai had jokingly changed it into her picture. Since then, no one had bothered to change it back, 
which resulted in this critical mistake. 


“What’s wrong, Inukai-senpai?” Seemingly noticing Inukai’s strange reaction, Tsuji approached 
him. 


Inukai showed the younger teammate the phone screen with Ninomiya’s short message: ‘Give me 
your address, Inukai.’ 


“How does Ninomiya-san know I’m at my home?” was Inukai’s first question. He didn’t remember 
reporting anything to Ninomiya because he was afraid that the captain was still annoyed by his 
selfish decision. 


“T sent him a message before we left the HQ last evening.” Tsuji reported honestly. 


“Aren’t you diligent?” Inukai said sarcastically, but Tsuji didn’t catch it so he just nodded. 
Anyway, that didn’t matter anymore because the incoming problem was more pressing. “What 
should I do now?” Inukai questioned. 


“Give Ninomiya-san your address?” Tsuji tilted his head to the side, saying it like it was obvious. 


“He probably wants to come here to reprimand me for not eating properly.” Inukai whined, “I 
don’t want that...” This felt like when he had been in elementary school and his homeroom teacher 
had given his family a visit because he had refused to drink milk. “Can I not reply?” 


“You’ve already seen the message. I don’t think that’s a good idea.” Tsuji shook his head. 
“You're right...” Inukai groaned. 


As Inukai was still lamenting the choices he had left, the phone in his hand started ringing, sending 
his heart straight out of the ribcage. For some miraculous reason, he still held on to it although the 
ringtone clearly told him who that was. Inukai sent his younger teammate a look, asking for help, 
which Tsuji gave him a nod of encouragement. 


“Tnukai’s speaking.” he picked up, bracing himself for a lecture. 


“Why didn’t you reply to my message?” Ninomiya’s stern voice came from the other side of the 
line. 


Inukai opened his mouth, but nothing came out so he clammed up. 
“Tnukai?” 

“T’m listening.” he hastily responded when Ninomiya sounded impatient. 
“Didn’t you hear my question?” 


“Yes, I did.” Inukai said, gritting his teeth for the incoming lie, “I was typing the reply but you 


called me.” 
“T see. I might be too hasty.” Ninomiya acknowledged, “Never mind, tell me your address now.” 


“You know, Ninomiya-san...” Inukai dragged out the sentence, trying to arrange a proper reason to 
refuse this abrupt visit, “... Tsuji-chan and I figured out what to do for our dinner so-” 


“Tnukai.” Ninomiya interrupted. 
“Yes?” 
“T’m not asking a question.” 


It’s an order. Inukai immediately understood and surrendered. 


An hour later, Ninomiya showed up in front of Inukai’s house with two big paper bags from one of 
the biggest supermarkets in Mikado City. 


To Inukai’s surprise, his captain didn’t say a word of scolding but asked him to lead the way to the 
kitchen. It wasn’t hard to guess the contents of those bags so Inukai complied without asking. Tsuji 
swiftly followed. 


“Urr... What are these, Ninomiya-san?” Inukai asked reluctantly. 


“Ingredients for your main dish.” Ninomiya answered, giving Inukai a look as if asking why he 
couldn’t figure out such a simple matter. 


Inukai smiled, and then turned to Tsuji, who sent him an apologetic look for some reason. 
Understanding that the younger teammate didn’t know what to say, Inukai looked back at their 
captain, who was transferring all kinds of meat from one of the paper bags to the kitchen counter. 


“Maybe my message was too vague so Ninomiya-san has taken it wrongly, but I believe we don’t 
need this much meat for dinner.” Inukai said with his brightest smile, trying not to sound like he 
didn’t understand what Ninomiya was doing. 


“T didn’t misunderstand your message.”” Ninomiya frowned slightly, “I don’t know what recipe 
you’re aiming for so I bought everything for you to choose.” 


What is your phone for? Only to ask for my address? Inukai swallowed the questions dancing in 
his head. “We were planning to have fried chicken, but something unfortunate happened.” Inukai 
said thoughtfully, sending Tsuji a reassuring smile when the younger teammate cowered in guilt. 


“T have chicken here, but the amount isn’t enough for both of you.” Ninomiya pointed at a portion 
of chicken in plastic wrap, “Think of another dish.” 


Inukai crossed his arms, thinking hard about all the recipes he had learnt, which weren’t that many. 
Unfortunately, he could only come up with fish dishes — his family’s preference — while 
Ninomiya’s supplies were pork, beef and chicken. 


“Do you have any suggestions, Ninomiya-san?” Inukai prompted. 
“Your stove has an oven, you can grill the beef.” Ninomiya advised. 


“Nice idea!” Inukai exclaimed, “I think we have some barbeque sauce to marinate it.” He happily 


rummaged through the cupboards. “Will you stay and have dinner with us too, Ninomiya-san? 
These ingredients should be plenty for three people.” 


There was no reply so Inukai stopped finding the condiment and looked up at the captain, waiting 
for an answer. Tsuji also stared at Ninomiya expectantly. 


“Okay.” Ninomiya nodded, clearing his throat awkwardly. 


“Yay!” Inukai beamed at the captain, who sent back a frown that he always showed whenever he 
was embarrassed. 


When Inukai was finding the sauce, Ninomiya began to take out the contents of the second bag. 
“What’s about the pork, Ninomiya-san?” Tsuji sounded. 


Inukai hadn’t asked because the amount of beef and chicken had been more than enough for him 
and Tsuji. However, Ninomiya’s portion should be counted now, so he was glad Tsuji had 
questioned in his stead. 


After a few seconds, probably for thinking, Ninomiya said: “You can grill them too.” 


That wasn’t a bad idea, if Inukai thought about it. They could try mixing a different kind of 
marinade for the pork and their grill dishes would taste completely different. 


“How about the vegetables, should I make a salad?” Tsuji asked, sounding reluctant, “There are a 
lot of potatoes though...” 


“Just grill them.” 


Inukai stopped his hand, sneaking a glance over his shoulders. While Ninomiya was wearing his 
usual blank expression, Tsuji had a wry smile on his face, which Inukai could totally sympathize 
with. Finally spotting what he needed, he took the bottle of sauce and brought it to the kitchen 
counter. 


“Aren’t we having too many grilled dishes?” Inukai asked with his usual smile to lighten the 
awkward atmosphere between the captain and his kouhai. 


“T think so...” Tsuji whispered, scratching the side of his neck clumsily. 
“What’s wrong with that?” Ninomiya lifted an eyebrow. 
Inukai blinked. “Shouldn’t we have different types of food for a meal?” he reasoned. 


“Why haven’t I ever heard this complaint whenever we gathered for yakiniku?” Ninomiya crossed 
his arms. 


“That’s different.” Inukai argued. 
“What’s the difference?” 


Inukai opened his mouth, about to ask if his captain was serious but decided against it, so he 
clammed up. The look Ninomiya was giving him wasn’t an annoyed one but simply curiosity, 
which meant he really couldn’t tell. 


Come to think of it, aside from the fact that Ninomiya was living alone in an apartment belonging 
to the Border, Inukai didn’t know anything else about his private life. Could it be... 


“Ninomiya-san, can I ask you something out of the current topic?” Inukai questioned politely, 
waiting for a nod from Ninomiya. Then he continued after getting an approval: “How often do you 
cook?” 


Ninomiya raised his eyebrows, probably not understanding the meaning behind that question. 
“Once a month, I think.” he said, eyebrows wrinkled. 


Petrified for a few seconds but Inukai managed to maintain the smile on his lips. “Where do you 
have your meals? The cafeteria in the HQ?” 


Ninomiya gave a firm nod. 
“Even on Sunday?” 
Another nod. 


For some reason, Inukai wanted to cry. When he glanced at Tsuji, the younger teammate also 
covered his mouth with a sympathetic expression. 


“What’s the problem?” Ninomiya frowned, “Why are you two looking at me like that?” 


Inukai hastily shook his head. “Nothing, sir.” he said with a gentle smile, which made Ninomiya’s 
frown deepened, “Anyway, back to what we’re discussing, I don’t think roasting potatoes is a bad 
choice, but...” 


“What’s your suggestion then?” Ninomiya cut to the chase. 


If Inukai’s memory served him correctly, there should be a salad dish involving potatoes. 
However, he couldn’t recall the name or the recipe because his mother had only made it once 
before. 


“If you don’t have anything to contribute then-” 


Suddenly, the doorbell rang, interrupting Ninomiya’s speech. Inukai ran out of the kitchen, 
wondering who would come at this time of the day. Reaching the main door, he opened it, shoving 
his feet into a pair of outdoor slippers, and dashed out. 


“Huh? Hiyami-chan?” he called out confusedly as soon as the metal gate was opened. 


“Good evening, Inukai-senpai.” Hiyami greeted with a small smile, looking over the older 
teammate’s shoulders, “Good evening, Tsuji-kun.” 


Sidestepping for Hiyami to take her bicycle into the yard, Inukai closed the gate. His head was full 
of questions that he wasn’t sure what to ask first. 


Fortunately, Tsuji spoke up: “I’m sorry, Inukai-senpai.” He bowed deeply, “I asked Hiyami-san to 
come for help when I saw Ninomiya-san’s bags.” 


“T’m not sure if I’m of much help since I’m not that good at cooking like Hatohara-senpai.” 
Hiyami said with a reluctant look, “But Tsuji-kun seemed somewhat desperate in his message 
so...” She left the sentence unfinished but the two squadmates understood the point. 


“Thanks for coming, Hiyami-chan.” Inukai smiled, leading the way into his house. The younger 
teammates followed closely. “We’re really in a bit of trouble right now.” 


“Thank you very much, Hiyami-san.” Tsuji bowed his head slightly, which made Hiyami giggle, 


saying that he was too formal. 


After they entered the kitchen, Hiyami quickly walked to the counter where Ninomiya was still 
standing around with his arms crossed, thinking of what to do. Inukai tugged on Tsuji’s sleeve to 
stop him and whispered: “Great job, Tsuji-chan.” 


“T’m sorry I gave your address away without permission...” Tsuji mumbled apologetically. 


“No, you just saved us all from a grilling party.” Inukai said firmly, giving his kouhai a pat on his 
shoulder. 


Unlike Hiyami’s prior claim, she was actually skillful as a chef. While Tsuji and Ninomiya were 
focusing on grilling the beef and Inukai was frying the chicken, she finished making three dishes: 
potato salad, sweet and sour pork and clam miso soup. The rice was done by the time all of them 
successfully completed their parts. 


Tsuji quickly helped Inukai set the dining table because he was familiar with the position of the 
kitchenware. Hiyami packed up the unused ingredients with the help from Ninomiya and put them 
in the fridge — considered as a gift for Inukai’s family for offering them the place for a gathering. 


The meal wasn’t very lively at first because every time Inukai talked too much, Ninomiya would 
remind him to eat properly. However, with the subtle help from Tsuji and Hiyami, he eventually 
succeeded in pulling the captain into the conversation. 


“Hiyami-chan, do you know that Ninomiya-san always eats in the cafeteria in the HQ and only 
cooks once a month?” Inukai casually brought up the topic. 


“Really?” Hiyami covered her mouth in surprise. 


“What’s wrong with that?” Ninomiya asked with a frown after he swallowed the food, “And don’t 
talk when you’re chewing, Inukai.” 


Tsuji choked, because he did that all the time. Inukai offered him a tissue. 
“T-I’m just surprised.” Hiyami stuttered, sending the captain a wry smile. 


“Don’t you want to go somewhere else to eat?” Inukai asked, smiling widely to show Ninomiya 
that he didn’t have food in his mouth anymore, “Food in the HQ cafeteria is good, but don’t you 
feel tired of it sometimes?” 


“Tt’s more efficient to eat there. It only takes two minutes to travel between the cafeteria and our 
strategy room.” Ninomiya replied nonchalantly, “Their menu is changed every few days so I’m 
fine.” 


“You're right.” Inukai acknowledged, making a long hum, “But eating in the same spot everyday is 
boring, isn’t it? If it was me, I would want some change of the scenery.” That was why he invited 
Tsuji to different locations at school to have lunch. 


“T only focus on my food when I eat so the scenery doesn’t bother me.” Ninomiya said, taking 
another piece of pork into his bowl. 


“Eh, really?” Inukai blurted out. Ninomiya nodded silently as he was chewing. 


“But Ninomiya-san is paying attention to all of us now, isn’t he?” Tsuji spoke up, averting his eyes 
to the table when Ninomiya glanced at him. 


“Ah, Tsuji-chan has a point.” Inukai immediately caught the chance, “You’re clearly aware of your 
surroundings, Ninomiya-san. If not, how can you know if I talk with a mouthful or not?” 


“T think it’s because of the sound you make, Inukai-senpai.” Hiyami piped in. 
“Come on, Hiyami-chan. Whose side are you on?” Inukai whined. 
“Aren’t we all on the same side?” Tsuji supplied helpfully, earning a pointed look from Inukai. 


A muffled laugh was heard. All three younger agents immediately snapped their heads towards the 
captain, who feigned a few unnatural coughs to cover for his slip. 


“Ninomiya-san laughed.” Inukai said with a content smile, propping his cheek with a hand. 
“Yes, Lalso heard it.” Tsuji agreed, gazing at Ninomiya expectantly. 
“Me too.” Hiyami nodded. 


Ninomiya cleared his throat, glowering at the three subordinates. “Focus on your food. It’s getting 
cold.” he scolded. 


“Roger!” 


After the meal, the four of them did the dishes together and bid their goodbyes at eight p.m.. 


In the end, Inukai still got a lecture from Ninomiya for neglecting his family trip. However, it 
wasn’t as harsh as he was worried about, probably because Tsuji and Hiyami put in some words to 
defend him, or because Ninomiya was in a good mood. The latter, Inukai betted, because his 
captain wasn’t the kind to pull his punches no matter how many supports the other party had. 


Because it was rather late, Ninomiya refused to let Hiyami go home alone. The bike originally 
belonged to Hiyami’s younger brother so he installed a backseat to carry his girlfriend. However, as 
an upstanding citizen, Ninomiya flatly denied when Inukai suggested that he could ride the bike 
with Hiyami on the backseat. Therefore, after a few minutes of discussion, it was decided that 
Ninomiya would lead the bike by hands and Hiyami would walk beside him. 


Before the captain and their Operator totally got out of his hearing range, Inukai could hear Hiyami 
mentioning something about making a lunch box for Ninomiya every day. Ninomiya’s reply was 
unclear but based on Hiyami’s smile, it was probably a yes. 


“Finally, someone takes care of him.” Inukai let out a sigh of relief. 
“Tm glad.” Tsuji agreed with a slight smile. 


Observing Tsuji’s smile for a few seconds, then Inukai tilted his head with a knowing smile. 
“Tsuji-chan has already known, right?” 


“Huh?” Tsuji raised his eyebrows questioningly. 


“About the fact that Ninomiya-san always eats at the cafeteria.” 


Tsuji remained silent for a while, and then gave a reluctant nod. “How do you guess?” he asked. 


“If you didn’t know, there would be no reason for you to ask Hiyami-chan for help.” Inukai 
shrugged. Tsuji made a thoughtful sound, not agreeing or denying. “And the way you looked at me 
when Ninomiya-san talked about it. ‘Please help him’ was what your gaze was telling me.” 


Tsuji’s eyes widened in bewilderment, but his expression quickly softened. “Inukai-senpai is 
truly... amazing.” he trailed off at the end, the slight smile returning to his lips. 


“Am I?” Inukai chuckled shyly, scratching his cheek. 


“Tt’s true.” Tsuji gave a firm nod, “I’ve been watching Ninomiya-san for almost two years, but I 
couldn’t figure out what to do to change his mind about having meals alone. Yet, when Inukai- 
senpai knew about it, everything changed within a few hours.” 


Inukai let loose a laugh. “I think you’re mistaken.” he said, earning a confused look from the 
younger teammate, “I didn’t do anything in particular. The result you witness today is the fruit of 
Tsuji-chan’s hard work.” 


Tsuji stared at him in silence, clearly not understanding what Inukai was talking about. 


“Because you’ ve been observing Ninomiya-san, you knew he wouldn’t cook well and called 
Hiyami-chan over, which then directly solved the problem.” Inukai clarified, “All I did was letting 
Hiyami-chan know of the situation. See, Tsuji-chan? It’s your dedication to Ninomiya-san that 
changed everything, not me.” 


Tsuji opened his mouth but no sound came out. He tried a few more times but couldn’t get his 
voice to work so he pressed his lips together, eyebrows knitted into a line. “I’m glad.” was all he 
said and Inukai patted his head gently. 


They stood in silence for a while then a cold wind reminded them that they shouldn’t be outside 
dressing lightly like this. Inukai hastily pushed his kouhai into his house, closing the door behind 
his back, and they both laughed at their carelessness. 


“Tt’s time for Tsuji-chan to go home, isn’t it?” Inukai asked. 
Seemingly just remembering that, Tsuji put a hand over his mouth. He fell silent. 


“What’s wrong? Do you want to spend another night with me?” Inukai tilted his head to the side, 
smiling playfully. 


“T still have school tomorrow...” Tsuji whispered. 


“T know. I’m just teasing you.” Inukai laughed. “Let me get your bag for you.” he said and dashed 
away before Tsuji could reply. 


Coming back after a few moments, Inukai handed Tsuji the gym bag containing his yesterday 
clothes that had been cleaned properly. The younger teammate took it, mumbling a thank-you, and 
continued to stare at him in silence. 


“Tsuji-chan,” Inukai called, taking a step forward, which shortened their distance to only a few 
centimeters apart, “If you continue to stare at me like that, I'll kiss you.” 


Startled, Tsuji backed away in reflex, but Inukai was faster. He caught Tsuji’s cheeks in his palms 
and gave the pair lips that were slightly opened in surprise a quick peck. The gym bag fell to the 


ground, making a thud. 


“Gotcha.” Inukai grinned, retreating, “This is what you get for using a kiss to seal my laugh last 


ni-” 

The sentence was cut short when Tsuji grabbed Inukai’s hand, pulling him back for another kiss. 
As soon as Inukai pulled away, Tsuji caught his cheek and leaned in, asking for another one. Just 
like that, they kept kissing each other; all were light touches on the surface of the lips at different 
positions, yet when they finally parted, both of them were out of breath. 


Inukai could feel his heart hammering in his chest and his face was burning. Even without looking 
at a mirror, he knew his face was beet red. In front of him, Tsuji had a hand covering the lower half 
of his face but from his eyes to his forehead was dyed in crimson color. 


It took a moment for them to regulate their breathing. 
“Tsuji-chan.” 

“Tnukai-senpai.” 

They called in unison, looking at each other. 

“Can I walk you home?” 

“Can you walk with me to the crossroad?” 


Inukai blinked. It had been a while since their last out-of-sync speeches. He couldn’t help 
chuckling. Tsuji looked confused for a moment before scratching his head awkwardly. 


“You can explain, Tsuji-chan.” Inukai offered, because Tsuji’s sentence didn’t make much sense to 
him. 


“Tf Inukai-senpai walks me home, then you will have to return alone with a distance that is twice 
the length of your usual course. That’s unfair, so if we part ways at the crossroad, then the distance 
will be the same.” Tsuji explained fluently like he had prepared this speech for quite some time 
and not just came up with it. 


“Tsuji-chan is really considerate, isn’t he?” Inukai was impressed, “Okay, let’s go with your 
suggestion.” 


The walk was filled with random conversations about the earlier gathering of the squad. While 
Inukai was jokingly complaining about Ninomiya’s scary attitude when he had demanded the 
house address, Tsuji mentioned how puzzled he had been against Ninomiya’s idea of grilling 
everything. 


It was a huge improvement compared to their usual walk back home from school because Tsuji 
actively contributed to the talk instead of just listening passively and giving vague responses. 
Inukai couldn’t help feeling his heart swell in pride. 


When they reached the area with fewer pedestrians, Inukai grabbed Tsuji’s hand, squeezing lightly. 
“Shin-chan was really passionate earlier, I was surprised.” he whispered. 


“T’m sorry...” Tsuji mumbled, averting his eyes to the side. 


“Eh? What are you sorry for?” Inukai lifted an eyebrow. 
“T got caught up in the heat of the moment...” 
“Then I should be sorry too, you know, for starting it.” Inukai shrugged. 


Tsuji snapped his gaze back to the older teammate instantly. “Please don’t be.” He shook his head, 
“T was waiting for it.” Then as if realizing what he’d just said, Tsuji smacked a hand to his mouth. 
“No, I mean-” 


“You were waiting for it?” Inukai interrupted, sending the younger teammate a knowing look, “Oh 
right, it was the end of our date after all.” 


Tsuji gave a nod, his cheeks turning pink. 


“Tsuji-chan is so cute.” Inukai grinned, squeezing his hand again, “But next time, you can just kiss 
me if you want to. No need to stare at me.” 


“Can I?” Tsuji confirmed. 


“Don’t pretend like you haven’t done it without warning. I won’t forget that kiss to shut me up.” 
Inukai gave his kouhai a narrow look. Tsuji dodged his gaze but didn’t seem to feel guilty about 
that at all. 


They continued to walk in comfortable silence for a while. A car ran past them, startling Inukai a 
bit because it was too close to the sidewalk. However, the next thing that came out of Tsuji’s 
mouth took his breath away. 


“Oh, that’s my big brother’s car.” 


As quick as Yuba’s gun drawing speed, Inukai yanked his hand out of Tsuji’s hold. An absolute 
shock overran Tsuji’s expression. 


“Ah.” Inukai hastily blurted out but didn’t know what to continue. He glanced down at his left 
hand that was trembling involuntarily, and then looked back at Tsuji, who was staring at him 
incredulously. “Th-This is...” he stuttered, unable to come up with anything when the younger 
teammate started frowning. 


However, instead of saying anything, Tsuji grabbed Inukai’s trembling hand in a swift yet 
powerful motion, like the way he wielded his Kogetsu in a battle. Inukai’s hand jolted and pulled 
back in reflex but the grip was so tight that it hurt a little. Knowing it would cause a scene if he 
struggled any further, Inukai relaxed his hand, leaving it in Tsuji’s mercy. 


The silence from the younger teammate sent chills down his spine but Inukai didn’t know what to 
say since he was the one who had messed up. His reaction wasn’t simply out of surprise, but 
clearly intentional. Tsuji probably felt that too. That was why he didn’t talk. 


“Tnukai-senpai.” Tsuji finally spoke up, voice low and expression unreadable. Inukai stared at him, 
not saying anything. However, it seemed that was enough for Tsuji to continue. “For someone who 
claimed not willing to share me with anyone, Inukai-senpai is awfully quick to let go of my hand.” 


“Ah that...” Inukai left his sentence unfinished again, trying to put up a smile but failing miserably 
as he felt his face muscles were all stiff. 


Tsuji quietly tightened his grip. Inukai immediately grimaced, “It hurts.” The grip loosened but 


was still firm enough to keep Inukai from escaping. 


“Next time...” Tsuji stopped, staring deep into the older teammate’s eyes, “I won’t let you pull 
away that easily.” 


With that, Tsuji resumed their walk, pulling his senpai along. Staggering a few steps, Inukai slowly 
caught up with the pace, and they walked in a deafening silence. 


They were no longer side by side but Tsuji was a step ahead so Inukai couldn’t see his kouhai’s 
expression. However, he could clearly feel the anger in the hand that occasionally squeezed against 
his as if to confirm his existence. 


Eventually, the familiar crossroad emerged in sight. Inukai’s mouth started moving: “I’m sorry. I 
was scared.” 


Tsuji immediately stopped walking, releasing Inukai’s hand. 


Inukai took a leap past his kouhai and turned around to face him. Tsuji still had his composed 
expression and his pair of amethyst eyes betrayed nothing. However, Inukai was so used to this 
face that he could guess what Tsuji was feeling. 


“Tsuji-chan has every right to be angry at me.” Inukai started, “I always act as I please and don’t 
explain anything to you at all.” 


Tsuji didn’t reply, simply staring at the older teammate with an unchanging expression. 


“Hey, Tsuji-chan, isn’t this the right time for that?” Inukai asked, tilting his head to the side with a 
sorrowful smile. Tsuji lifted an eyebrow questioningly. “You know, the action we should take if 
we’re angry at each other.” he said, pointing at his cheek, “Give me your best punch, Tsuji-chan.” 


Tsuji’s eyebrows shot up in surprise. His eyes widened, staring at Inukai like he couldn’t believe 
what he had just heard. Then after a few seconds, he took a deep breath, cracking his knuckles. 
Inukai swallowed thickly and closed his eyes, bracing himself for the incoming impact. 


Engulfed in darkness, every second felt like hours. Inukai tried to count his breaths while waiting. 
Yet, the more he counted, the quicker it became. He could even feel some shaky breaths mixing in. 
What took Tsuji so long? Was he taking the momentum to throw out one of his strongest punches 
ever? Arg, he shouldn’t have closed his eyes in the first place. Inukai regretted it. It made him a 
hundred times more nervous. 


“On second thought,” Inukai hastily said, squeezing his eyes shut, “punch my stomach or 
somewhere that won’t be too noticeable tomor-” 


The sentence was cut off when Inukai’s cheek was pulled harshly. He yelped and snapped his eyes 
open. 


“Tnukai-senpai speaks proudly but is actually a scaredy-cat, isn’t he?” Tsuji said with a 
condescending look, still keeping his hand on the older teammate’s cheek. 


“Tt’s because you take too long.” Inukai puffed his cheeks but Tsuji pulled at it again, “Ouch!” 


“T was about to punch you but remembered that one time I had sent my friend fly across the 
backyard in a fight so I stopped.” Tsuji explained with a casual tone, not noticing the sweats 
forming on Inukai’s forehead. “I’m really angry at Inukai-senpai, but I definitely don’t want to 
injure you.” He shook his head. 


“’.. [see...” Inukai whispered after a few seconds of silence, “Thanks for... not killing me, I 
guess?” 


“But I’m still angry.” Tsuji frowned, pinching Inukai’s cheek again. 
“T’m really sorryyy...” Inukai dragged his voice. 

“Please explain yourself in ten words or less.” 

“Huh?” Inukai blurted out unintelligibly. 


“Tf I let Inukai-senpai talk freely, you will try to stir the conversation away.” Tsuji said sternly, “So 
please keep your explanation short and concise.” 


Under the pressure coming from the pair of amethyst eyes, Inukai felt like he had shrunk into the 
size of a kid. The long speech he had prepared during their quiet walk was denied before it could 
be told. Now he had to break it down and present it to Tsuji in the limit of ten words. 


“T...” Inukai started. 

“One word.” Tsuji counted. 
“Oi, don’t count yet.” 
“Five words.” 

“T said don’t count yet!” 


Tsuji snorted out a laugh. Inukai frowned at him. “Sorry,” Tsuji lifted his hand, pressing his lips to 
fight back a smile, “You can start again.” 


Inukai huffed, “I thought you were serious.” 
“Tam serious.” Tsuji said firmly, resuming his earlier stern expression. 


They stared at each other for a while, and Inukai knew his kouhai wouldn’t back down. “Okay.” he 
sighed, “I don’t want to ruin Tsuji-chan’s life.” 


There was a moment of silence, and then Tsuji gave an approving nod. “Seven words, good job, 
TInukai-senpai.” 


“Ts this a game to you?” Inukai crossed his arms, eyebrows furrowed. 


Tsuji gave a solid head shake. “No, on the contrary, I’m totally serious right now.” he affirmed, 
“The shorter Inukai-senpai’s speech is, the fewer confusing elements it contains; so I can take it at 
face value.” 


“Wow, that’s rude.” Inukai pursed his lips. That was annoying, but not because it was offensive 
but because Tsuji had figured out how to deal with him. 


“So what do you mean by ruining my life?” Tsuji questioned, ignoring the older teammate’s 
comment. 


“Exactly what it means.” Inukai shrugged, gesturing with his hand, “Are you aware of the fact that 
you’ re dating a guy?” 


Tsuji blinked. “Yes?” his answer came out like a question, “There’s no way I can date a girl when I 
can’t even talk to one.” 


“Ts dating a guy normal to you?” Inukai narrowed his eyes, “Or did you have experience with this?” 
“No, Inukai-senpai is my first.” 


Wow, that was straightforward. Inukai was once again struck by guilt. What had he done to such a 
pure person? Wait, Tsuji wasn’t as pure as he let out... but that was another matter. He had to focus 
now. 


Clearing his throat when his thoughts went sidetracked, Inukai moved his gaze to the ground. 
“Sorry, I didn’t mean to ask that.” he mumbled, “What I’m trying to say is... I don’t want people to 
frown upon Tsuji-chan because you go along with my nonsense ideas.” Tsuji looked surprised but 
didn’t say anything so Inukai continued: “I know you only agreed to this experimental date 
because you felt responsible — not that I know why because I was the one starting the silly kissing 
joke — that’s why I set the boundaries so that we can have fun while not affecting our current life or 
our future.” Taking a step backwards to put more distance between them, Inukai put on his usual 
smile, “I can’t risk having people going around spreading rumors about Tsuji-chan-” 


“T don’t care.” Tsuji cut in, giving the older teammate an unwavering look, “I don’t interact much 
with strangers, why should I care how they see me?” 


“How about your friends?” A frown started to appear on Inukai’s forehead. 


“My friends should believe me more than the rumors, shouldn’t they?” Tsuji held his chin, tilting 
his head slightly to the side. 


“How about your family?” Inukai felt his smile withered and his frown deepened, “Will they 
approve of you having a boyfriend?” 


Tsuji fell silent, a troubled expression emerging on his face. 
“Do you see the problem now?” Inukai asked bitterly. 


“T haven’t tried asking so I don’t know what they will say.” Tsuji said slowly, “But they’re my 
family... I trust them.” 


Silence reigned in the space. There were a few people or vehicles going past them but Inukai didn’t 
hear anything. All in his consciousness now was only Tsuji with a determined look and what he 
had just said. 


Ah... so everything he had been worried about was baseless... 


Strangers’ opinions didn’t matter. Friends wouldn’t judge. And family would always be there for 
him... That was why Tsuji never faltered, unlike Inukai who paid too much attention to his 
surroundings. 


Letting out a big sigh, Inukai started laughing, startling Tsuji along with other pedestrians. 
“Are you okay, Inukai-senpai?” Tsuji asked worriedly as he approached the laughing senpai. 
Ignoring the question, Inukai doubled over, continuing to laugh. 


“Tnukai-senpai?” 


“T’m fine.” Inukai waved his hand and got in another series of laughter. 


After a few more concerned calls from Tsuji, Inukai finally stopped. A handful of people gathered 
around them with phones in their hands but Inukai couldn’t care less about them now. They would 
lose interest and leave soon. 


“Did I say something funny?” Tsuji questioned with a frown. 


Standing straight up, Inukai took a deep breath and grabbed Tsuji’s wrist. “Let’s run to your 
house.” he suggested, pulling the younger teammate and breaking into a dash. 


“W-Wait-” Tsuji called out but quickly adapted to the speed and followed Inukai closely. 


They ran across the empty street to reach the other side and head straight towards Tsuji’s house. 
When the familiar structure emerged in sight, Inukai slowed down. Behind him, Tsuji was panting 
slightly. 


“Tnukai-senpai is really from the track club.” Tsuji said, noticing the older teammate’s steady 
breathing. 


“We didn’t even run that much.” Inukai smirked, “Isn’t Tsuji-chan a bit weak?” 
“T was taken by surprise, and we didn’t warm up properly.” Tsuji protested. 
“Whatever you say.” Inukai shrugged, earning a pointed look from his kouhai. 


“Anyway, why is Inukai-senpai still with me? Didn’t we agree to part ways at the crossroad?” 
Tsuji changed the topic. 


Inukai made a long hum. “I just want to see you home safe and sound.” he said with a proud smile, 
“because I’m Tsuji-chan’s boyfriend.” 


A violent red spread across Tsuji’s face at the word ‘boyfriend’. 
“Aw, cute Tsuji-chan is here again.” Inukai teased, grinning. 


Tsuji averted his eyes to the side, whispering: “But I also want to make sure senpai goes home safe 
and sound.” 


“T can run from here to my house without breaking a sweat, don’t worry. Didn’t I just show you an 
example?” 


“But-” 


“Okay, say that you’re my boyfriend ten times without breaking eye contact, [ll let you walk me 
home.” Inukai challenged, putting a hand on his hips. 


Tsuji stiffened immediately. 


It was still fascinating to Inukai that Tsuji could be quite bold with his actions yet whenever words 
were involved, he easily got embarrassed. Therefore, he couldn’t help teasing the younger 
teammate at every available chance. 


“We’re here.” Tsuji informed, pulling Inukai out of his train of thoughts. 


“So fast.” Inukai said regretfully, “I shouldn’t have run.” Then he released his hold on Tsuji’s wrist. 


“Good night, Shinnosuke.” he said, smiling softly. 


Tsuji stared at him for a second and smiled back, “Thank you for everything today. Good night, 
Sumiharu-senpai.” 


Waiting for Tsuji to go into his house and close the door, Inukai turned around and started his walk 
back. It would take him twenty minutes at this pace but that was fine. This would be a good time to 
sort out his thoughts. 
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“Tsuji, are you going out with Inukai-senpai?” 


Stopping his chopsticks midway, Tsuji looked up from his lunch box. He recognized the voice 
without looking, but the contents forced him to confirm the voice owner. Beside his table stood the 
brown-haired sniper from Miwa’s squad: Narasaka. The pair of turquoise eyes looking at Tsuji 
barely showed any interest as if the question earlier didn’t come from him. 


Today was one of the rare days Inukai didn’t come to fetch Tsuji for lunch so he ate in the 
classroom. It wasn’t like they had to be together every single day so Tsuji didn’t ask, yet Inukai 
still sent him a message saying he was occupied and would treat his kouhai to dinner later to make 
up for this. 


After making sure the one standing beside him was really Narasaka, Tsuji cleared his throat. 
“What’s your question again?” he asked politely. 


Narasaka took the empty chair in front of Tsuji’s table and sat down. “I know you’ ve heard it. I 
won’t repeat the question.” he said monotonously with an indifferent expression. 


Remaining silent for a few moments, then Tsuji sighed, “Who’s the one behind this?” 


“Oh, you noticed.” Narasaka said, not even the slightest hint of surprise, “Well, I drew the shortest 
straw so I’m tasked with asking you.” 


Of course Tsuji noticed, because Narasaka would never concern himself over such a triviality. 
However, he didn’t understand the explanation. “I don’t get it.” he said honestly, “Please tell me 
from the beginning.” 


“Or you can give me a yes or a no and we can be done with this.” Narasaka suggested, looking like 
he didn’t want to waste another second on this stupid matter. 


That wasn’t a bad idea. It was only Tsuji’s habit to straighten everything he didn’t fully understand, 
but it wasn’t necessary in this situation, was it? “You’re right.” he agreed, “Yes, I’m dating Inukai- 
senpai.” Giving a simple nod, he returned to his lunch. 


However, five minutes later, Tsuji still felt a gaze on him so he looked up again. Narasaka was 
wearing a weird expression with his eyes slightly widened and his mouth hanging open. It was a bit 
funny to see the ever composed sniper with this baffled face, but knowing the cause, there was no 
way Tsuji could laugh. 


Waiting for another five minutes, Tsuji put his chopsticks down when his friend didn’t show any 
sign of talking or leaving. “Narasaka?” he tried calling. 


Only then, Narasaka seemed to snap back to reality. “Ah...” he blurted out, “You’re joking right?” 
“T thought you only needed an answer, no matter what it was?” Tsuji raised an eyebrow. 


Narasaka blinked then stayed silent for a moment. “That’s...” he halted, seemingly finding words 
in his mind, “... Inukai-senpai’s way of talking, isn’t that?” 


“Rh?” 


“That kind of vague statement isn’t something you would normally say.” Narasaka explained, 
“Have Inukai-senpai’s communication skills finally rubbed off on you?” 


Really? Tsuji frowned, holding his chin in contemplation. He did notice that he was more open 
than before in a conversation, especially with Inukai. However... Was he talking like Inukai now? 
It couldn’t be, could it? Inukai’s communication skills were on a level that Tsuji could never dream 
about. 


“Don’t think too hard about it, Tsuji.” said Narasaka, pulling Tsuji off his train of thoughts, “T 
might be imagining things.” 


Making a vague sound as an acknowledgement, Tsuji returned to the original topic: “So are we 
done?” 


“T suppose so.” Narasaka scratched his cheek, “If you weren’t joking earlier.” 
“T wasn’t.” Tsuji confirmed without a second of hesitation. 


They stared at each other in silence for a minute before Narasaka let out a sigh. “And I thought 
Izumi was only pulling our legs.” 


Now that caught Tsuji’s attention. Why was Izumi involved? He had thought this was some kind of 
game among the Miwa squad with Yoneya as the mastermind, but it seemed there was more to it 
than he had expected. “What did Izumi do?” he asked. 


Narasaka raised his eyebrows, probably surprised by Tsuji’s sudden interest. He hummed, “Last 
night, Izumi told Yoneya that he saw you and Inukai-senpai in a mall to the west of the HQ in the 
morning, and apparently, you two were holding hands so Izumi didn’t call out to either of you.” He 
frowned slightly, looking thoughtful. Tsuji gestured for him to continue. “Since Inukai-senpai 
usually clings to you, it’s hard to tell if that hand holding had any special meaning. Therefore, a bet 
was started and after a lottery, I’m here to ask you for the answer.” Narasaka concluded, crossing 
his arms, “It seems that Izumi and Yoneya will win this time.” 


Tsuji didn’t know what to respond so he kept staring at Narasaka. He didn’t expect to be seen by a 
friend on a date with Inukai. Not that he wanted to keep this a secret or anything, but it was still 
embarrassing somehow. 


“How long have you been together?” Narasaka asked since Tsuji didn’t seem to have any intention 
to speak, “I’m not the sharpest in this matter but I don’t think I’ve ever picked up on anything 
unusual about you two.” 


“About a month.” Tsuji answered. Of course Narasaka wouldn’t find anything strange because 
Inukai and he didn’t behave any differently compared to before, except for when they were alone. 


“Around the time you two started walking home together, I see.” Narasaka gave an understanding 
nod. “Well, it’s a bit late but... congratulations.” he said with a slight smile and stood up, “I won’t 
intrude on your lunch any longer. Have a good meal.” 


“Thanks.” Tsuji bowed his head and waved his hand as Narasaka left his class. 


As soon as Tsuji walked out of the school gate, Inukai ran to him with his usual cheerful 
expression. They would have a defense duty tonight so they didn’t take the route home but the road 
to the HQ instead. Of course, there was the choice of using the direct passage installed near the 
school but Inukai insisted on using the long way so they could stop somewhere for dinner. 


“What does Tsuji-chan like to eat today?” questioned Inukai. 


Tsuji had a few things in mind but then a thought lit up. “May I lead the way?” he asked, glancing 
at his senpai to wait for an approval despite already knowing the answer. 


“Sure,” Inukai agreed easily. “I'll follow Tsuji-chan anywhere.” he teased. 


Tsuji rolled his eyes, not saying anything, and began to walk in the predetermined direction. Inukai 
matched his speed effortlessly and then opened a random topic that Tsuji was more than willing to 
listen to. 


They might not have to be together all the time, but lunchtime without Inukai could be a bit too 
quiet. 


They arrived at a hotdog stall after fifteen minutes. Tsuji had heard about this stall from his 
classmates some time ago but it always slipped his mind because hotdogs weren't exactly his 
favorite. However, there was a hotdog lover accompanying him today so when would be the better 
chance to pay this place a visit? 


“Eh, hotdogs for dinner? Are you sure, Tsuji-chan?” Despite the question, excitement was apparent 
in Inukai’s voice. 


“Hotdog is a balanced meal in a sense, isn’t it?” Tsuji held his chin, analyzing, “You have bread to 
replace rice, sausage for meat and pickled vegetables.” 


Inukai gave the younger teammate an incredulous look before chuckling. “I’ve never thought of 
hotdogs that way, but your logic is sound.” he said amusedly. “Okay, let’s eat to our heart’s 
content!” he asserted and rushed to the queue, quickly followed by Tsuji. 


Luckily, the line was short so their turn came fast enough. Inukai bought two for him and three for 
Tsuji — he actually wanted to make it five for the younger teammate but Tsuji flatly refused. 


“T thought you said three hotdogs would only take you six bites?” was Inukai’s question while 
pursing his lips. 


“Even if I can have more, I will grow tired if I keep eating the same thing.” Tsuji explained, 
receiving an admonishing look from the older teammate as if asking how he dared to get sick of 
such a delicacy like hotdogs. 


To save time, they had dinner while strolling slowly towards the HQ. 


Keeping his words, Tsuji finished his share in six bites, but there was no scolding coming from 
Inukai like the last time. Therefore, he took a brief look at the older teammate while wiping his 
hand roughly with the tissues provided by the stall. 


Inukai took small bites of his hotdogs and chewed properly every time, not forgetting to add a 
compliment to the taste after every few bites. It was still the same cheerful expression he wore 
upon meeting Tsuji but his teal eyes seemed to shine more brightly like the summer sky and his 
smile was overflowed with happiness. 


Before Tsuji knew it, his hand had already reached down to his pants pocket, pulling out the phone 
and snapping a picture. Realization dawned on him a few moments later that he had done the exact 
same thing that he had complained to Inukai about; Tsuji hovered his finger over the delete button 
but couldn’t press it. Inukai owned a few pictures of him eating the cream puffs, so he could keep 
this, right? This was only fair. 


Weill... 


Enough excuses... Tsuji sighed in his stomach and made up his mind. However, when he was 
about to delete the picture taken without permission, something caught his eyes: The pair of teal 
eyes in the picture gazed straight at him. Tsuji blinked a few times to make sure it wasn’t some 
kind of illusion caused by Inukai’s radiant smile. It wasn’t; which meant... 


“Tnukai-senpai.” Tsuji called, putting his phone back in his pants pocket. 


“What is it, Tsuji-chan?” Inukai turned to him, tilting his head slightly with a perfectly innocent 
smile. 


“T’m sorry for taking your picture without permission.” He apologized, bowing his head. As soon 
as Inukai’s eyes widened, he continued, “Please don’t pretend you weren’t aware of it.” 


Inukai’s surprised expression morphed into an amused one as he shrugged and returned to his 
hotdog. Tsuji stared at him in silence, demanding an answer for his strange behavior. “I thought 
you wanted revenge for the pictures I took of you before?” Inukai said, giving the younger 
teammate a knowing look. Tsuji wanted to protest but that was spot on so he gave in. “Besides, I 
was flattered that Tsuji-chan wanted my pictures so I didn’t say anything.” 


Averting his eyes to the side when Inukai’s smile turned gentle, Tsuji took a deep breath to calm 
his nerves. Ever since the moment their relationship had been clarified in Inukai’s bedroom, Tsuji 
couldn’t help being more aware of the older teammate- no, his boyfriend. 


Tsuji had been taking it easy since the beginning, thinking this experiment wasn’t anything more 
serious than a hanging out with a friend. However, throughout the course of a month, he was able 
to identify his feelings more clearly. Being with Inukai was enjoyable. Holding his warm hand was 
comfortable. Hugging him was refreshing. And finally, kissing him was... Tsuji cleared his throat. 
This wasn’t easy to put into words even in his head. 


“What are you thinking about, Tsuji-chan?” 


The sudden question pulled Tsuji’s shoulders up to his ears, but he quickly regained his composure 
and glanced at Inukai, who was about to finish his first hotdog. “Nothing-” He halted. Inukai could 
detect his lies, couldn’t he? “I’m thinking about Inukai-senpai.” Tsuji admitted honestly. 


Inukai almost choked on his precious hotdog. After coughing a few times, he sent Tsuji an 
exasperated smile. “Did something happen today?” he asked. 


“Huh?” Tsuji lifted an eyebrow cluelessly, “Why?” 


The dark blonde eyebrows furrowed slightly as Inukai scrutinized Tsuji’s face. Seemingly finding 
nothing suspicious, he waved his free hand dismissively. “Never mind.” he said. 


“Please answer me properly.” said Tsuji firmly. 


The pair of teal eyes widened a bit, then Inukai released a huff. “You seem to pay more attention to 
me than usual, like taking my picture, thinking about me and so on.” he answered, gesturing 
vaguely with his hand, “So I figured something might’ ve happened.” 


“T see.” Tsuji gave an understanding nod. 
“So what happened?” Inukai narrowed his eyes, “You made me talk so you better fess up too.” 


Bringing up the ‘lover’ topic again would definitely result in a teasing from Inukai. Knowing that, 
yet Tsuji couldn’t forge a reason because he would be seen through easily. And then he 
remembered. “Izumi caught us holding hands in the mall yesterday.” he said. This wasn’t the true 
reason, but was a fact so he wouldn’t sound like he was lying. 


“Huh?” Inukai blurted out. An alarmed look flashed over his face but he quickly wiped it away 
with a natural smile. “Was the information from Narasaka-kun?” he asked, tilting his head slightly. 
Tsuji gave a nod. Making a long hum, Inukai wore a thoughtful expression. “Weird. I don’t think I 
would miss Izumi-kun even if he just passed by my peripheral vision.” 


“T didn’t catch sight of him either.” Tsuji agreed, “But that was because I mostly focused on 
Inukai-senpai after we started holding hands.” 


A moment of silence dropped in their conversation. Inukai opened his mouth slightly but didn’t say 
anything and slowly turned his head away from Tsuji’s gaze. 


“Tnukai-senpai?” 


“T suppose that was my reason too.” Inukai mumbled, lifting the remainder of his hotdog to his 
mouth and nibbling at it awkwardly. 


Without wasting a second, Tsuji took out his phone and snapped a picture instantly. 
“Wh-What-” Inukai stuttered, whipping his head to Tsuji, clearly caught off-guard. 
“Finally got you, Inukai-senpai.” Tsuji said contently, saving the picture into a separate folder. 


Staring at Tsuji incredulously, Inukai opened his mouth but only a single sound came out: 
“That’s...!” then he clammed up and let out a sigh of defeat. “Okay, that’s fair.” he grumbled, 
sending the younger teammate a pointed look. “You can’t complain if I take your pictures without 
permission next time.” he warned. 


“You never delete the pictures after my complaint anyway.” Tsuji shrugged. 


Inukai puffed his cheeks like a kid getting scolded and skipped forwards a few steps to prevent 
Tsuji from taking another picture. Tsuji tried to catch up but the older teammate stubbornly 
matched his speed so their distance remained the same. Their mobility in the trion body was similar 
but in the flesh, Inukai was a bit more agile, probably because of his slender build. Therefore, 
unless Inukai allowed him to, Tsuji would have a hard time approaching... 


... If he played fair, that was. 


Exercising right after a meal wasn’t in Tsuji’s plan anyway, so he slowed down. The sound of their 
footsteps immediately differed, making Inukai glance over his shoulder to check if the younger 
teammate was still behind him. Once their eyes met, Tsuji stopped walking entirely. 


“Eh?” Inukai blurted out confusedly, putting his dash to a halt. “What’s wrong, Tsuji-chan?” he 
asked worriedly as he spun around and walked back. 


When Inukai was within the range, Tsuji reached out to catch his hand. 


To his surprise, Inukai did a perfect backward jump, as fast as if he was in his trion body, closely 
escaping Tsuji’s grasp. 


“How cunning of you, Tsuji-chan.” Inukai laughed, “But you’re still one-hundred years too early to 
outsmart me.” 


Tsuji stepped forward for a few more tries but Inukai was always just a few millimeters out of 
reach. The fact that Inukai could dodge precisely despite the school bag on his shoulder and a 
piece of half-eaten hotdog in his hand was even more annoying. On the back of Tsuji’s mind, he 
wished he had had something resembling a sword to swipe at Inukai’s feet to knock him off- 
balance- 


“Watch out!” 
**Ah-” 


Tsuji’s shout was delivered a second too late. Inukai’d already stepped on a piece of debris and lost 
his balance, falling backwards. 


Tsuji’s body moved on its own. Taking a leap to close their distance, he caught Inukai’s wrist, 
pulling back, and circled his remaining arm around his senpai’s back to secure his safety. Due to 
the momentum, their chests collided softly but Inukai managed to hold back his head so their faces 
were a few centimeters apart. 


Teal and amethyst reflected in each other. 


Inukai’s glossy lips parted slightly as he exhaled and Tsuji could feel the warm breath on his face. 
For a brief moment, Tsuji’s head went blank and the desire he had experienced at the doorway of 
Inukai’s house yesterday came flooding back. 


But next time, you can just kiss me if you want to. No need to stare at me. 

A permanent permission had been granted, hadn’t it? 

Moreover, they were in the forbidden area already so there was no one around. 

With that reasoning, Tsuji leaned forward. 

Splat. 

“Ah!” Inukai immediately yelped, snapping his head towards the ground beside his feet. 


Tsuji followed his gaze and found the cause: a half-eaten piece of sausage lying on the brick of the 
sidewalk. Moving his eyes up a bit, he saw a lonely piece of bread without its filling in Inukai’s 
hand. 


“Three-second rule.” Inukai said as he quickly shook off Tsuji’s grip and crouched down, reaching 
his hand towards the fallen sausage. 


“No way, senpai!” Tsuji hastily caught his senpai by his stomach and pulled him back up. 
“Tt hasn’t been three seconds yet!” Inukai protested, struggling to escape. 


“Time doesn’t matter; it’s dirty now.” Tsuji said exasperatedly, tightening his hold around Inukai’s 
waist. 


“This street isn’t used often, it’s clean!” 


“Just how much do you like hotdogs?!” 


In the end, Tsuji had to pick up and throw that piece of sausage into a trashcan to entirely crush 
Inukai’s intention of not wasting it. And the result of such an action was a pouty senpai refusing to 
look at Tsuji. 


It was actually rare to see Inukai acting childish so after a few sincere apologies, Tsuji stopped 
trying to call for his senpai’s attention but admired him instead. 


Inukai’s puffed cheeks looked soft. Tsuji still remembered the feeling of that cheek in his fingers 
when he pulled at it last night. Thanks to the amount of self-care products at home, Inukai’s skin 
was smooth and silky. It was almost tempting for Tsuji to poke at those cheeks right now but he 
had better control than that. 


The pair of teal eyes that kept refusing to meet Tsuji’s eyes was also beautiful when looked at from 
the side. From a higher point of view due to their slight height difference, the long eyelashes 
adorned the crystal clear teal eyes became more apparent. So he hadn’t been hallucinating during 
the bus ride to the dinosaur museum for their first date. 


With every step Inukai took, the carefully styled dark blonde hair swayed slightly, reflecting the 
sunset light like a silent dance of hundreds particles of light. Tsuji faintly wondered how it would 
feel to run his fingers through those fluffy hairs. There had been many chances during their kisses 
but he had somehow managed to miss them all. He should make a mental note so he wouldn’t 
waste the next opportunity. 


“Tsuji-chan.” 


A soft voice pulled Tsuji off his train of thoughts. Inukai still didn’t look at him but it seemed his 
childish phase was over when he started eating his second hotdog. “Yes?” he answered. 


“T forgot to ask earlier.” Inukai continued, “Did you have lunch with Narasaka-kun?” 
“No, but he came to meet me at lunch to ask about our relationship.” Tsuji shook his head. 
“Yoneya-kun’s idea, I bet.” Inukai laughed lightly. 


“Narasaka said it’s a bet or something.” Tsuji said, recalling the brief conversation at noon, “It 
seems Izumi and Yoneya believe that we’re dating.” 


“Oh, you answered Narasaka-kun honestly?” Inukai turned to the younger teammate, curiosity in 
his teal eyes. 


Only then, Tsuji realized his mistake. “Sorry, I should’ ve asked Inukai-senpai first.” He apologized 
and bowed his head, but Inukai stopped him. 


“No, don’t be. I’ve never told you to keep this a secret.” Inukai said with a smile, “Tsuji-chan can 
tell anyone you’re comfortable with.” 


“How about Inukai-senpai? Do you tell your friends too?” asked Tsuji. 


Inukai shook his head, then took a bite from his hotdog and chewed slowly. “Because no one has 
asked me yet.” he continued, grinning amusedly when Tsuji gave him an apprehensive look. 


“You will just stir the conversation away if someone really asks you.” Tsuji said flatly. 


“Aww, Tsuji-chan really understands me well, doesn’t he?” Inukai’s smile widened. Tsuji gazed at 
him in silence. “Well, not that I intend to keep our relationship a secret, but I don’t usually discuss 
my personal matters with my friends.” 


Tsuji gave an understanding nod. It was true that Inukai was amicable, yet he barely talked about 
himself at all. In most conversations, it was him who was trying to pull out information from the 

other party. Maybe that was how Tsuji got the habit of pursuing something to the very end. If not 
for his determination yesterday, he would never have learnt about Inukai’s reason to enlist in the 

Border. 


“But it isn’t Inukai-senpai’s personal matter anymore, is it?” Tsuji blurted out the thought that 
came to his mind when he was ruminating Inukai’s words. 


“Weh?” Inukai lifted an eyebrow, word slightly warped due to his chewing. He hastily swallowed. 
“What do you mean?” 


“We’re in this relationship together, so naturally, it’s our matter now, isn’t it?” Tsuji explained, 
watching Inukai’s expression changing from surprised to thoughtful. 


After a few seconds, Inukai gave a simple nod. “You’re right. This isn’t only my business now.” he 
said, frowning slightly. “So what does Tsuji-chan want?” He looked at the younger teammate. His 
teal eyes betrayed nothing. “Do you want me to tell my friends about our relationship?” 


“T...” Tsuji hesitated, unsure of what to answer. The only reason he told Narasaka was that he was 
asked directly, and more importantly, because Izumi had already caught them holding hands. 
While he didn’t mind their relationship being disclosed, it didn’t mean he wanted to go around 
telling everybody. A person’s relationship shouldn’t be a public concern anyway - or at least that 
was Tsuji’s point of view. “It’s... Inukai-senpai’s decision.” he finally said, not liking the 
indecisiveness in his tone. 


As expected, Inukai chuckled. “What’s up, Tsuji-chan?” he asked, the corner of his mouth curving 
up lightly into a smirk, “You’re backing away.” 


Tsuji dodged his senpai’s gaze. Exactly as Inukai said, he was retreating, albeit unknowingly. 
However, despite hating his own cowardice, Tsuji couldn’t bring himself to answer this question 
carelessly, knowing the impact it would bring to both Inukai’s and his lives. 


A laugh broke out shortly after, snapping Tsuji out of his messy thoughts. He whipped his head 
towards Inukai, who was covering his mouth with a hand. 


“Sorry sorry.” Inukai apologized, trying to suppress his laughter. ““T'suji-chan sounded so serious so 
I couldn’t help teasing you a little.” He gave Tsuji’s shoulder a few pats. “This isn’t something you 


must decide on the spot, you know.” 


Tsuji sent the older teammate a narrow look without saying anything. Inukai beamed back brightly. 
Well... There was no point in getting angry now, was it? It was his fault for playing into one of 
Inukai’s mind games and letting the older teammate turn his own matter to Tsuji’s problem. 


Inukai was right. It was one hundred years too early for Tsuji to outsmart his senpai. 
Then something caught Tsuji’s attention. “Did you finish your hotdog?” he asked. 
“Yup,” Inukai nodded, licking the ketchup stuck on one of his fingers. 

“Are you full?” 

“Yup.” 


Staring at Inukai for a few moments, then Tsuji frowned. “Are you sure?” he asked doubtfully, 
“You’ve only had one and three quarter hotdogs.” 


Inukai blinked. “Such a precise calculation.” he commented, “Did you measure the length of a 
hotdog?” 


“Tt’s only an approximation.” Tsuji corrected, to which Inukai responded with a wry smile as if 
saying he’d missed the point of a joke. “But that’s beside the point. That amount is nowhere near 
enough for a dinner.” 


“Hmm, it’s indeed too little.” Inukai acknowledged. “But I’m fine because my stomach is still full 
from the party.” 


“Party?” Tsuji tilted his head to the side cluelessly. 
“Just a small parting party to celebrate the end of our classes.” 


It took a few seconds for recognition to dawn on Tsuji, which then drew out an ‘ah’. “Today is 
senpai’s last class...?” he wondered out loud, suddenly overcome by an indescribably empty 
feeling. 


A wistful smile played on Inukai’s lips as he nodded. “And our last walk home also.” he added, 
finishing the thought that Tsuji couldn’t put into voice. 


That was why Inukai insisted on treating Tsuji to dinner. 


Why had this never crossed his mind? He’d already known that Inukai’s graduation ceremony 
would be held in March, so of course his classes would end around this time. Yet, somehow that 
kept escaping his mind, leaving behind an illusion that this walk with Inukai by his side would 
continue forever... that every time he walked out of the school gate, his senpai would come 
rushing to him with his all too familiar smile... 


“Tsuji-chan.” once again, Inukai’s quiet voice pulled Tsuji back to reality, “I know this is sudden 
but...” 


“But?” Tsuji prompted impatiently when Inukai fell silent. 


However, Inukai didn’t answer right away but gazed at Tsuji ever so gently. A soft smile played on 
his lips before he continued: “Let’s end our experiment.” 


“Huh?” was all Tsuji could manage. 
What had he just heard? 


No. Tsuji had heard it loud and clear. However, his brain couldn’t process that piece of information 
at all. Those simple four words sounded like a foreign language because he couldn’t comprehend 
the meaning. 


“T’ve thought about this since last night and I think this is a suitable time to put an end to our silly 
experiment.” Inukai clarified, holding his chin in contemplation, “One month should be enough 
to-” 


“Why?” The question rolled out of Tsuji’s tongue before he could finish thinking, interrupting 
Tnukai. 


Seemingly surprised by the younger teammate’s low and almost cold tone, Inukai needed a few 
seconds to continue. “I was getting to that part.” he said with a wry smile, scratching his cheek 
when Tsuji stared at him intently. “The purpose of this experiment is to determine if I’m serious 
when I kiss you, and because I’ ve gotten the answer, there’s no reason to continue with it.” 


Inukai’s voice was light like he was talking about some random topic yet Tsuji barely heard him 
through the buzzing in his ears. And before he knew it, his mouth had already moved: “I don’t 
want to.” 


“Eh?” Inukai blurted out, clearly not expecting that response. 


Tsuji tried to continue but couldn’t voice anything else so he clammed up and averted his eyes to 
the ground. Their walk had come to a halt at some point without either of them noticing. 


Inukai waited for him patiently like he had always done. 


Taking in a deep breath, Tsuji willed his heart to calm down. At the beginning, he’d listened 
carefully to the terms and conditions of this experiment before agreeing. It made no sense to start 
panicking now. Exactly like Inukai’s speech, over the past month, everything they had gone 
through was for the sole purpose of confirming Inukai’s seriousness in their kisses. At one point, 
Inukai had admitted that his kiss hadn’t felt like a joke anymore. Therefore, obviously, the 
experiment reached its conclusion. 


It was all logical. Yet Tsuji couldn’t find it in him to simply agree. 


He knew that their professional and personal relationship wouldn’t be damaged by this conclusion. 
They would return to be squadmates in the Border and senpai and kouhai at school like how they 
had always been. And in all honesty, Tsuji would still be fine with it. 


Or he had thought he would — otherwise, he wouldn’t have agreed to this experimental date in the 
first place. 


However, reality was far different from his naive expectation. From the way Inukai called him by 
his first name, either lovingly or teasingly, to how their hands fit perfectly together whenever they 
walked side by side and the warmth from Inukai’s palm slowly heated up Tsuji’s normally cold 
hand. Or how they had ended up fighting just to plan their first date, yet the second date had been 
decided entirely on a whim. Or the way they learnt more about each other’s good and bad habits 
just from spending a day together... and many many more. 


Tsuji didn’t want any of this to stop. He’d gotten to know Inukai better over a month, but there 


were still a lot of mysteries that he wished to learn more about. 


The old Tsuji wouldn’t care less about this. As long as their teamwork was flawless, he was fine 
with not knowing about Inukai’s personal life. However, he was no longer that person. And he had 
reason to believe that Inukai wasn’t the one who was reluctant to talk about himself anymore. They 
had changed, for better or for worse, so he couldn’t allow this experiment to end like this. 


“T don’t want to stop our experiment.” Tsuji said firmly, lifting his head to meet Inukai’s eyes. In 
the beautiful teal color, his determined silhouette was reflected. “Please let me stay by Inukai- 
senpai’s side for a while longer.” He bowed respectfully. 


After ten seconds not hearing any response, Tsuji pulled back to his original position. In front of 
him, Inukai was wearing a blank look. His teal eyes gazed at Tsuji dazedly and his lips slightly 
parted instead of forming a smile as usual. 


It was Tsuji’s turn to wait for his senpai — which didn’t take too long because Inukai snapped back 
to his senses fairly quickly. 


“Tsuji-chan never fails to amaze me, doesn’t he?” Inukai said with a chuckle as he combed through 
his perfectly aligned hair with a hand. “I never expect my silly experiment to be that appealing to 
Tsuji-chan though.” 


“Tt’s Inukai-senpai who is appealing to me.” Tsuji corrected. 


The pair of teal eyes widened before Inukai averted his eyes to the side and brought up a hand to 
cover a part of his face. “Don’t say things like that with such a sincere look.” he mumbled, face 
turning a slight pink color, “It’s bad for my heart.” 


“T’m only stating the truth-” 


“T know, I know.” Inukai hastily spoke up, still avoiding eye contact but sounding more composed, 
“Let’s get back to our original topic, shall we?” 


Tsuji agreed while fighting back the urge to take another picture of Inukai with his phone. 


“Anyway, I can understand where you’re coming from,” Inukai said, clearing his throat and 
looking back at the younger teammate with his familiar composed expression, “but I’m afraid I 
can’t grant Tsuji-chan’s request this time.” Tsuji’s eyes widened, but before he could say anything, 
Inukai continued, “As I said, ve gotten the result so there’s no point in continuing this 
experiment.” 


“But-” 


“Let me finish, Tsuji-chan.” Inukai interrupted, raising a hand to emphasize his demand, 
“However, I also wish to remain in this dating status with Tsuji-chan, so... may I ask you to join 
me for the second experiment?” He stretched out a hand towards Tsuji, “The goal this time is to 
confirm if we like each other or not.” 


“Hah?” Tsuji blurted out unintelligibly, giving Inukai a baffled look. 


“The terms and conditions stay the same as the last experiment.” Inukai smiled, “Do you wish to 
hear it again?” 


Tsuji shook his head in reflex because he didn’t want to go through the lengthy process the second 
time where Inukai practically forced him to promise that their original relationship would remain 


unscathed no matter how the experiment turned out. There were many more conditions like not 
letting private problems affect work, always prioritizing Ninomiya’s safety in a battle... and so on. 
The signed contract was still in Tsuji’s desk drawer at home. 


“Great.” Inukai clasped his hands together, smiling fondly, “Do you have any questions?” 


“T-I do.” Tsuji stumbled over his words because he spoke up too fast. Inukai lifted an eyebrow, 
signaling for him to continue. “I don’t understand the purpose. Don’t we both like each other-” 


“We both adore each other, Tsuji-chan.” Inukai interrupted. 


Pausing for a second, then Tsuji gave a nod. “Yes, we do.” he confirmed, “Then why do we have 
to confirm that again?” 


“Because we both adore each other, not like each other.” Inukai repeated, stressing on the 
important words. 


Tsuji blinked. “What’s the difference?” he asked confusedly. 


“That’s why this experiment is necessary.” Inukai chuckled, “For you to understand the differences 
between those, Tsuji-chan.” 


Staring at his senpai dumbfoundedly, Tsuji tried racking his brain to no avail. ‘Like’ and ‘adore’ 
were always the same in his book. If someone asked him if he liked Ninomiya, he would answer 
‘yes’, because he adored the captain with all his heart. It was the same case for Inukai and Hiyami 
— even Hatohara. Everyone in the Ninomiya squad was important to him. 


However, according to Inukai, those two concepts were different. Tsuji couldn’t fathom why. And 
to know the reason, there was only one course of action for him now. 


“T see.” Tsuji said, frowning slightly before Inukai’s knowing smile, “Please continue to look after 
me from now on, Inukai-senpai.” 


“T’m looking forward to continuing to work with you, Shin-chan.” 
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“Not that ’m complaining but isn’t Tsuji-chan staring at me a lot recently?” 
The pair of amethyst eyes blinked a few times before Tsuji let out a soft ‘huh’. 


Inukai closed the manga in his hand and put it on the table in the strategy room so he could return 
the younger teammate’s gaze that had been lingering on him since fifteen minutes ago. “Do you 
have something to tell me?” he guessed, propping his chin with a hand. 


Tsuji remained silent for a few seconds then shook his head. “No, nothing in particular.” he 
answered. 


“Oh, you don’t deny staring at me.” Inukai pointed out. 
“Because it isn’t wrong.” Tsuji said nonchalantly. 


“Huh?” Inukai blurted out unintelligibly. It was his turn to be stunned now. He was expecting Tsuji 
to be startled and try to protest with a blush on his face but the younger teammate simply admitted 
it without shame. 


“T always saw Inukai-senpai in our school uniform before so it’s quite refreshing to see you in a 
different outfit every day.” Tsuji proceeded to explain. 


“T see.” Inukai laughed lightly, “So how do I look today?” He gestured at his white hoodie. 
“Good as usual.” Tsuji said with an indifferent expression. 

“Isn’t that compliment a bit half-hearted?” Inukai pursed his lips. 

“Ts it?” Tsuji frowned slightly. 

“Tt is.” Inukai confirmed, shrugging, “You could’ ve said I look handsome or something-” 
“But senpai is always handsome with or without that outfit.” 


The interruption froze Inukai’s mouth. Then the contents slowly dawned on him as he averted his 
eyes to the side involuntarily. “Since when have you become so smooth, Tsuji-chan?” he 
whispered, covering the lower half of his face with a hand, knowing a blush was spreading on his 
cheeks. 


“Senpai always praises me so I figure I should return the favor sometimes.” Tsuji said with his 
usual calm voice but Inukai was certain he heard a hint of amusement. 


“What it sounds like to me is that you want to get back at me for calling you cute all the time.” 
Inukai mumbled, sneaking a glance at Tsuji only to look away again when the younger teammate 
sent him a sincere smile. 


“No,” Tsuji shook his head, “I never hate it when Inukai-senpai calls me cute, so this isn’t a 
payback.” 


Now instead of feeling embarrassed, Inukai had a strong urge to ruffle Tsuji’s hair for saying such 
an adorable thing. Clearing his throat to regain his composure, he turned back to meet the younger 
teammate’s eyes and smiled sweetly. “How was your day?” He swiftly changed the topic. 


Since all the classes had come to an end and only the graduation ceremony was waiting, Inukai 
didn’t go to Rokueikan high school anymore but visited the Border HQ every day instead. It wasn’t 
a requirement, but he had nothing better to do at home, so improving his points through solo battles 
was more efficient. He didn’t want his skills to become rusty anyway, or Ninomiya might develop 
some training program specifically for his second in command in the squad. 


Inukai wasn’t that interested in studying so this period was like a blessing, except for one 
downside: He didn’t get to see Tsuji much. It wasn’t like he always met up with Tsuji at school 
because they were in different classes and floors after all. However, there was a habit Inukai didn’t 
know when it had been developed, which was subconsciously finding the sight of Tsuji on every 
chance possible. For example, when the lesson was somewhat boring, Inukai would glance out of 
the windows to find Tsuji in the school yard during his P.E. class; or when he had some business at 
the teachers’ office, he would go the long way through the corridor of second year classrooms so 
he could sneak a look at the diligent Tsuji who always paid one hundred percent of his 
concentration to the lecture. 


This habit had gotten a bit worse after they’d started the experimental date — like instead of just a 
quick glance, his look would linger for a few seconds — but it hadn’t posed a problem so far, so 
Inukai had never bothered to fix it. However, after school had ended, trouble began to unfold. 


More often than not, Inukai found himself scanning his surroundings to find a specific kouhai. 
Obviously, Tsuji wasn’t there, and a sigh found its way to the tip of Inukai’s nose only for him to 
inhale it back in and smack himself mentally for the stupid expectation. When lunchtime came, 
Inukai’s mind immediately wondered what his younger teammate would have for today, which he 
realized a second later that there wasn’t any way to know until Tsuji arrived at the HQ. Of course 
he could still make use of his phone but Tsuji would probably think that Inukai had too much free 
time on his hand to call over such a triviality. 


Therefore, knowing his habit wouldn’t be fixed overnight, Inukai decided to form a new one to 
satisfy his curiosity: asking Tsuji about his day whenever they met in the HQ. 


“Tt’s normal, I guess.” Tsuji answered, scratching his cheek. 


“You guess?” Inukai lifted an eyebrow. Usually, Tsuji would only say his day was uneventful or 
something along that line. 


“T had lunch with my classmates and they asked me for some relationship advice.” Tsuji said with a 
troubled expression. 


“Even if they’ ve already known about your awkwardness with girls?” 


“They assumed that I’d learnt something from you because we always hung out together.” Tsuji 
sighed, putting a hand on his forehead. 


Inukai failed to muffle a chuckle but Tsuji didn’t seem to mind so he laughed out loud. “Did you 
come up with any good advice?” he asked amusedly. 


Tsuji rolled his eyes. “You know that I couldn’t.” he said exasperatedly, “I don’t even know how 
to interact with girls, let alone to solve their problems...” 


As Tsuji trailed off, Inukai laughed louder and only tried to suppress his laughter when the younger 
teammate sent him a scowl. “Sorry, sorry.” He apologized, making a gesture of wiping tears off the 
corner of his eyes although nothing was there. “I can teach you a few tips to deal with girls so next 
time you can help your friends out.” Inukai offered, “They might be a bit complicated but if you 
know the general rules, you can avoid a lot of problems.” 


Tsuji remained silent for a few seconds before shaking his head, “Those tips will sound unreliable 
coming from me.” 


“Just tell them those tips are from me.” Inukai said, gesturing his hand as if it was obvious. 


Hesitation descended on Tsuji’s expression again. “Why don’t you teach me general rules to deal 
with relationship problems instead?” he suggested, averting his eyes to the side. 


“Eh, why?” Inukai raised his eyebrows, “If you know how to deal with girls, you won’t face 
troubles in a relationship, will you?” 


Tsuji didn’t answer and stubbornly refused to look at Inukai no matter what the older teammate 
tried to do to regain his attention. 


“Tsuji-chan?” Inukai called, turning fully towards Tsuji, who sat beside him according to the usual 
seat arrangement. 


Only then, Tsuji turned back to meet the older teammate’s eyes. “Because I want to learn that 
too...” he said reluctantly and quickly averted his gaze away again. 


It took Inukai a second to understand what his kouhai was getting at. “I see.” he said with an 
understanding smile, “For future use in case problems spark between us?” 


Tsuji gave a small nod. 


“But you’ ve known the way to deal with me already.” Inukai shrugged, opening a palm, “And not 
to brag but I think I also understand Tsuji-chan well enough to avoid disputes.” Then he held his 
chin, considering the less likely circumstances, “I can’t guarantee that we won’t ever argue, but if 
something does happen, we can always settle it your way — fighting it out.” 


There was no response from the younger teammate so Inukai leaned on the backrest of his chair, 
waiting. So far, their most serious fight was when Inukai had forcefully pulled his hand away from 
Tsuji’s hold. However, they had solved it splendidly within a few minutes, so he was confident that 
there wouldn’t be any obstacle they couldn’t push through. 


“T...” Tsuji finally started but his voice was so low that it was inaudible. 
So Inukai reminded him: “I can’t hear you, Tsuji-chan.” 


Tsuji pressed his lips together, staring straight at the table surface. “I want to solve our problems as 
Inukai-senpai’s |-lover... n-not as your friend or teammate...” he tried again, folding his hands 
tightly together. 


Despite the whispering tone and stuttered words, the message reached Inukai’s ears loud and clear. 
However, his brain failed to function for a moment so he stared at Tsuji blankly. It seemed that his 
silence made the younger teammate more anxious so Tsuji hastily opened his mouth, but Inukai 
beat him to it. “I understood.” he said in a quieter tone than expected then quickly added when 
Tsuji snapped his head towards him with a fearful look, “Don’t worry, I got it.” 


They stared at each other for a few seconds, then Inukai sighed and formed a soft smile. “Tsuji- 
chan is really considerate, isn’t he?” he said, still astounded by what he had just heard. 


“T just don’t think that it’s right to physically fight your b-boyfriend whenever there is an 
argument.” Tsuji explained reluctantly. The way he still stumbled over the word ‘boyfriend’ or 
‘lover’ was so adorable that Inukai just wanted to squeeze him and pat his head repeatedly while 
chanting “Tsuji-chan is so cute!’. 


However, the current situation didn’t allow such actions so Inukai simply beamed at his younger 
teammate. “You’re right, I suppose.” he agreed, “So what do you think we should do if we get into 
a fight in the future?” 


“T... don’t know.” Tsuji sighed, his gaze falling again, “That’s why I’m asking for Inukai-senpai’s 
advice.” 


Inukai made a long hum, crossing his arms. “Sorry, I don’t have any idea regarding this matter.” he 
said flatly, earning an incredulous look from his kouhai, “I told you before, didn’t I? I don’t have 
much experience in dating.” 


Tsuji’s mouth opened in a silent ‘huh’, but then seemingly recalling the aforementioned event, he 
regained his composure. “I thought it was just one of your distraction tactics.” he said, holding his 
chin in contemplation. 


“No, I meant it.” Inukai shook his head. 
Although Tsuji remained silent, his doubtful look revealed the question running in his mind. 


“Tt’s not that I haven’t dated anyone, if that’s what you’re wondering.” Inukai said, earning a 
startled look from his kouhai for his correct guess. “But I don’t consider those failed relationships 
as experience because I learnt nothing from them.” Meeting Tsuji’s confused gaze with his usual 
smile, Inukai continued, “My longest relationship lasted three months, and the shortest was around 
two weeks, maybe — sorry, I don’t remember unnecessary information. However, you see, all of 
them ended quickly so I’m not in any position to give advice about relationships.” 


“But...” Tsuji hesitated. Inukai gestured for him to continue, “Doesn’t Inukai-senpai know how to 
deal with the girls in general?” 


“Ah yes, I know what they want and what to say to please them.” Inukai confirmed nonchalantly, 
“But those girls weren’t my type so we broke up after a few weeks.” He put a finger on his chin, 
reminiscing, “Only the last girl was different, but it didn’t work out either.” He shrugged. 


“Different?” Tsuji lifted an eyebrow. 


“She was my type: smart, quiet and hard-working.” Inukai listed out, “If she put in more effort in 
makeup, she could look quite pretty too.”” He hummed, ““Now that I think about it, she’s like Tsuji- 
chan in a sense, but Tsuji-chan is more handsome-” 


“Tnukai-senpai.” Tsuji narrowed his eyes, not amused. 


“Sorry, but I feel the need to remind Tsuji-chan that he’s handsome sometimes.” Inukai grinned 
teasingly. 


“Senpai.” Tsuji repeated exasperatedly. 
“Okay, okay, Il stop joking.” Inukai raised both hands in surrender, “Where were we at?” 
“The girl was your type, but you two still broke up.” Tsuji supplied, “Did something happen?” 


Inukai raised his eyebrows amusedly. “Eh? Is Tsuji-chan interested in my love life?” he teased, 
sending the black-haired teammate a smirk. 


Tsuji frowned instantly but then his expression relaxed into his usual calm one. “Yes,” he nodded, 
“T want to learn more about Inukai-senpai.” 


Letting out a sigh in his stomach, Inukai gave a few small nods to show that he’d understood. 
When Tsuji put it seriously like that, there was no way he could joke his way out. Not that Inukai 
had anything he would be ashamed of in his prior relationships, but it was boring talking about 
them. He would rather ask more about Tsuji’s activities at school. 


“Okay, let’s see.” Inukai started, crossing his arms, ““What do you want to know exactly? The 
reason why we broke up?” 


“Anything that senpai feels comfortable to talk about.” said Tsuji leniently. 


That request was actually harder because Inukai wasn’t uncomfortable with anything so it meant 
the whole story from the beginning to the end. “I'll make it brief then, because we don’t have 
much time before the defense mission.” 


“We have two more hours.” Tsuji corrected, “Is your story that long?” 


“Tt’s just a figure of speech.” Inukai mumbled, rolling his eyes. “Anyway, as I said, the girl was 
exactly my type so I accepted her confession. It was my first year of high school so I had a lot of 
time to spare anyway.” 


“Tt’s because Inukai-senpai didn’t study properly-” 


“Tsuji-chan.” Inukai shot his younger teammate a pointed look, “Are you listening to my story or 
making fun of me?” 


“Sorry, it’s just that I was pretty busy in my first year.” Tsuji apologized with a wry expression. 


“Never mind; you aren’t necessarily wrong. I was a lazy bum.” Inukai waved his hand 
dismissively. Tsuji looked like he wanted to say another apology but Inukai stopped him. “You 
see, this slacker got a good face and an amiable personality so girls were attracted to him, which 
earned him a lot of confessions despite his poor academic performance-” 


“I’m really sorry. Please put the study matter aside, I won’t talk about it anymore.” Tsuji 
interrupted exasperatedly, clearly wanting to put an end to the older teammate’s blatant sarcasm. 


“Tsn’t that cuter?” Inukai grinned triumphantly. Tsuji ignored him. “Back to the story,” he 
continued, “We started going out and did everything a couple would do. It was fun — not gonna lie 
— and I thought that she was the one for me. However, after three months, she called me to the 
exact same spot that she had confessed and broke up with me. The end.” 


Tsuji blinked then tilted his head to the side slightly. “Is that all?” he asked, looking clueless. 
“That’s all.” Inukai confirmed. 
“You skipped over the details too much, I don’t understand anything.” said Tsuji with a frown. 


“T gave you a chance to question but you asked me to tell the story as I see fit.” Inukai said 
nonchalantly, holding out a palm, “So, that’s the whole story.” 


“You clearly skipped it on purpose.” Tsuji crossed his arms. 
“Did I?” Inukai smiled ever so innocently. 


Releasing a sigh, Tsuji leaned on the backrest of his chair. “Okay, I'll ask more specific questions, 
but you can refuse to answer if it’s too personal or insensitive-” 


“Aww, how caring. This is why I love Tsuji-chan.” Inukai interrupted, dragging out his voice 
teasingly, “But you don’t have to tread carefully like that, I went through more break-ups than the 
number of times Ninomiya-san bailed out in rank wars.” 


“That isn’t a lot.” Tsuji said thoughtfully. 


“Hmm, you’re right. Ninomiya-san barely bails out at all.” Inukai agreed, “How about the number 
of times I didn’t lose my left hand in battles?” 


“That’s even rarer.” 

“Eh, I’m not that bad, you know.” 

“Every time I came to your rescue, senpai always lost his left arm.” 
Inukai huffed. “The number of kisses we’ ve shared then.” he suggested. 


“That’s too many-” Tsuji smacked a hand to his mouth instantly, pink color dusting his face, “I-I 
mean-” 


“Tsuji-chan is so cute.” Inukai cupped his cheeks, smiling sweetly, “You keep count of our kisses.” 


For a moment, Tsuji looked like he wanted to knuckle Inukai’s head but decided against it and only 
huffed. “Because Inukai-senpai looked so much cuter when we kissed, so I couldn’t help 
remembering.” he mumbled, averting his eyes to the side. 


Caught off guard, Inukai was at a loss for words for a few seconds before turning away from the 
younger teammate, instinctively hiding his face behind a hand. “That’s foul play.” he grumbled, 
“Tsuji-chan totally said that on purpose to fluster me.” 


“Tnukai-senpai started it.” 


“Don’t talk back to your senpai. That isn’t cute.” 


Their childish squabble ended after a few minutes and Inukai went to fetch two bottles of oolong 
tea from the fridge so they could continue the conversation. There was also a box of cream puffs 
but Tsuji insisted on leaving that for after the defense mission because he would be hungry by 
then. 


“So why did she break up with Inukai-senpai?” was Tsuji’s first question, “Did you two fight over 
something serious?” 


“No, in fact, we never fought even once.” Inukai shook his head. “She said a lot in our breakup — 
which was surprising because she was usually quiet — so I still remember the speech clearly.” He 
took a sip from his oolong tea bottle. “It went like this:” he cleared his throat to modify his voice, 
“The past three months with Inukai-kun was probably the best time in my life. I never dreamed that 
Inukai-kun would accept my clumsy confession, let alone going on dates with Inukai-kun... But I 
think it’s time for me to wake up from this dream.” 


Inukai stopped, trying to recreate the event in his head. Despite what he had said, this memory had 
become more blurry over time and he couldn’t remember the expression on the girl’s face at that 
moment anymore. 


Tsuji patiently waited for him with his familiar collected look that betrayed nothing in his mind. 


“Sorry, I will skip some details after all. I can’t recall exactly what she said, but basically, she 
listed out what made her happy while being with me.” Inukai said, gesturing vaguely with his 
hand, “Then she said: J love Inukai-kun’s kindness, but I soon learnt that you are kind to everyone, 
and that kindness of yours differs from person to person. Sometimes, I couldn’t recognize Inukai- 
kun at all. Therefore, I began to wonder if the Inukai-kun I know is the real you, or the person I’ve 
been in love with this whole time is just an illusion Inukai-kun created to please me.” 


The pair of amethyst eyes widened, half surprised, half alarmed. However, Tsuji didn’t say 
anything and gestured for Inukai to continue. 


“TIsn’t that kind of you, Tsuji-chan?” Inukai smiled, earning a pained look from the black-haired 
teammate, “I wasn’t hurt by that at all — if that’s what you’re worrying about — because she was 
correct.” 


“But...” was all Tsuji managed. 


“Getting on people’s good side is my specialty anyway.” Inukai said amusedly, “But I don’t think I 
deceived her on purpose, maybe I just wanted to make her happy. Hmm, or maybe it was 
intentional after all...” He laughed, “I don’t know.” 


Tsuji gazed at Inukai in silence. However, his amethyst eyes spoke more eloquently than any 
words his lips could form. 


You were hurt, weren’t you? 


That was what Tsuji’s gaze told him and Inukai knew he couldn’t pretend that he didn’t notice. 
“Actually,” he spoke up before Tsuji could make a sound, knowing he would be stupefied if he let 
his kouhai say anything more than that, “I was shocked.” 


Tsuji raised an eyebrow confusedly. 


“By her final question.” Inukai carried on. “Does Inukai-kun even love me?” he said in a soft voice, 
almost soundless, mimicking the exact tone that girl had had on that day. “And I was shocked to 
find out on the next day that her anxiety wasn’t baseless.” Stopping for a moment, Inukai took 
another sip from his tea and gave Tsuji his usual smile, “Because I wasn’t sad after the breakup at 
all.” 


“Huh?” A puzzled sound escaped Tsuji’s lips, which he reflexively covered his mouth with a hand. 


“You heard me correctly.” Inukai grinned, “I wasn’t bothered by that. I just returned to my daily 
life like nothing had happened. So maybe I wasn’t really in love with her after all.” He scratched 
his cheek. Then seeing Tsuji’s expression slightly darkened, he leaned towards the younger 
teammate, “Is Tsuji-chan scared of me now?” he asked amusedly. 


“Why would I?” Tsuji frowned, giving his senpai a questioning look. 


“Because I’m a heartless monster, who played with people's feelings as I like?” Inukai pushed on, 
“And I don’t even have any remorse-” 


“What are you talking about?” Tsuji interrupted, his frown deepened, “Isn’t Inukai-senpai always 
like that?” 


“Hah?” It was Inukai’s turn to be surprised. 


“Playing with people's feelings is what you do on a daily basis; I’ve witnessed it countless times 
already.” Tsuji said calmly, reaching out a hand to touch Inukai’s cheek, “Why would I suddenly 
be afraid of you now? I think the one who’s being scared is Inukai-senpai.” 


“Wh-What are you-” Inukai stuttered confusedly, pulling away from Tsuji’s hand, which then fell 
back to his side. 


“T’m just stating what I’m seeing.” Tsuji continued firmly, “I’m not good at guessing other 
people’s thoughts like Inukai-senpai, but I think I can understand you to some degree.” A small 
smile found its way to his lips as he sent Inukai a gentle look, “My view about Inukai-senpai won’t 
be swayed by a mere story or someone else’s opinion. Even if what I know about you is only the 
aspects you choose to show me, it doesn’t matter, because I'll always stay by Inukai-senpai’s side 
regardless.” 


This... 


This was why Inukai didn’t want to let Tsuji speak earlier, because as long as the words remained 
unspoken, he wouldn’t be forced to react. However, now that everything was out in the open, he 
had to do something, and fast. 


It wasn’t like him to be dumbstruck and stood frozen like an idiot. His strongest skill outside of a 
battle was communication, and he was notorious for his psychological warfare, yet currently, his 
mind couldn’t construct anything useful and his throat refused to make a single sound. 


All Inukai could manage at the moment was trying his best to swallow the surge of emotions 
threatening to churn his face and form tears at the corner of his eyes. The sincere gaze from Tsuji 
didn’t help a tiny bit, if not saying it made regaining composure a thousand times harder for 
TInukai. 


Any other emotions were okay to express, but crying would be the last thing in the world Inukai 
would show Tsuji — calling it a senpai’s pride or whatnot, but this was the only thing he wouldn’t 
give in. Therefore, he had to think of something right now. Just one way to make it not too obvious 
that he was touched deeply by Tsuji’s speech- 


An idea sparked and Inukai threw himself at Tsuji. 


“Wh-What-” a startled sound came from Tsuji, who magically kept his balance so they both didn’t 
fall straight to the floor. However, no matter how he struggled, Inukai held onto him like his life 
depended on it. “Inukai-senpai?” he called confusedly. 


Forcing out a laugh, Inukai squeezed his younger teammate tighter, putting his chin on Tsuji’s 
shoulder. “Let me-” he halted when noticed his voice was slightly choked from holding back tears. 
Clearing his throat a few times, Inukai then tried again, “Let me stay like this for a bit.” The 
sentence flowed out as smoothly as he could afford. 


Tsuji stiffened for a brief moment, then sighed and hugged back, “Please explain the reason to me 
later.” 


“Sure sure.” Inukai gave several nods. 


They stayed hugging in silence. The warmth from Tsuji wasn’t very noticable due to his thick 
school uniform but his presence was comforting enough that the urge to cry earlier vanished from 
Inukai. However, he would pretend that he still needed this hug for a little while longer. 


“TIsn’t it time for you to explain your earlier action?” Tsuji asked on the way through the direct 
route leading to their neighborhood after the defense mission. 


“Eh? Explain what?” Inukai tilted his head to the side, feigning innocent. 


Tsuji sent the older teammate an unamused look at which Inukai beamed back even more 
innocently. “Why did you hug me out of the blue?” he changed his question so Inukai couldn’t 
play dumb anymore. 


Not that Inukai hoped he could get away with this level of acting anyway. “Well, because Tsuji- 
chan said something so adorable, I couldn’t hold myself back.” he said, shrugging, “If you say 
something to that effect again, [’ll probably squeeze you so tightly that you can’t breathe.” 


Based on the look from the amethyst eyes, Inukai knew Tsuji didn’t buy a word. 


However, before Tsuji could speak up, Inukai beat him to it. “Or do you want something more 
intense?” he lifted an eyebrow suggestively. 


“No thanks.” Tsuji shook his head instantly. 
“Eh, Tsuji-chan doesn’t want a kiss from me anymore?” Inukai pursed his lips, whining. 


Tsuji’s eyes widened, a faint blush emerging on his face, before he turned away with a frown. “I 
want it, but not now.” he said honestly. 


Noting that adorable straightforwardness, Inukai proceeded with his act, “Why? There’s no one 
around.” 


“T won’t kiss you if it’s only a means of distraction.” 


A moment of silence passed by before Inukai let out a laughing huff. Tsuji wouldn’t let him off the 
hook that easily, would he? “Okay, [ll only say it once, don’t ask me again.” Inukai conceded. 


“Understood.” Tsuji gave a firm nod. 


Clearing his throat, Inukai straightened his black coat outside of the white hoodie to put on air. “I 
hugged you because...” he paused, scanning the younger teammate’s face, but Tsuji didn’t show 
any emotion, “... I love Tsuji-chan.” 


Tsuji frowned instantly, “That’s-” 


“That’s the truth.” Inukai finished the sentence for Tsuji, earning a disapproving look. “You can 
tell when I lie, can’t you? Then look into my eyes to see if I’m lying.” he challenged, putting both 
hands on his hips. 


Tsuji didn’t meet his eyes but continued to look straight ahead. 


“Aren’t you going to check?” Inukai questioned, leaning his body forward so he could get a better 
look at his kouhai’s expression. 


“T don’t need to.” Tsuji said flatly, “I can feel it. You aren’t lying, but that isn’t the whole truth 
either.” 


Inukai let out an astounded sound. “Isn’t Tsuji-chan sharp?” He hummed. “But what do you mean 
by you can feel it?” 


“Your gaze on me contains a lot of emotions.” Tsuji gave Inukai a knowing look with a hint of 
amusement, “Don’t you notice that you also stare at me a lot, Inukai-senpai?” 


It took Inukai a few seconds to process the newly obtained information. And a violent red spread 
across his face. 


His habit had been discovered by the target this whole time! 
“T’m not complaining.” Tsuji chuckled. 


“Making fun of your senpai isn’t cute, Tsuji-chan.” Inukai chided. 
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Given a choice, most guys would choose to be praised as cool rather than cute, and Tsuji wasn’t an 
exception. 


Growing up in a household full of men, Tsuji was blessed with the ‘cool’ compliments from his 
family members — namely his mother and younger brother. It was rarer to come from friends, but 
he had gotten quite a few after enlisting into the Border. The girls who only watched Tsuji from a 
distance either called him cool or had no interest, while the ones who knew him well enjoyed 
teasing him more than giving a comment. 


Therefore, Tsuji had never forgotten the first time he was called ‘cute’, by none other than an older 
teammate who joined the Border much later than he did. 


“Thanks a lot. Tsuji-chan is so cute.” 


It took Tsuji a whole minute to make sure that he hadn’t misheard anything while the dark-blonde- 
haired teammate had already been back to the paperwork on the table. 


“Excuse me, Inukai-senpai. What did you just say?” 
“Thanks a lot?” 

“No, the latter.” 

“Tsuji-chan is so cute?” 

“Yes. What’s cute about making a cup of tea?” 


Inukai didn’t answer right away but looked at Tsuji in silence, and then his lips formed a smile as 
bright as the sun. “Jt’s not about the tea. Tsuji-chan is cute in my eyes because I like you.” 


And Tsuji found himself lost in the clear summer sky. 


Since then, the thought of complaining had never appeared in Tsuji’s head whenever Inukai called 
him ‘cute’. Although not every ‘cute’ compliment from Inukai meant the same thing as he had said 
at first — sometimes it was only for teasing, Tsuji was never bothered. On the other hand, he got 
used to hearing that. 


However, recently, Inukai had been calling him ‘not cute’. 


It shouldn’t be a problem because Tsuji preferred to be cool, so if his senpai’s purpose was to 
change the way he praised him, then it would be great. However, it didn’t seem to be the case. 


“Tnukai-senpai.” 

“What is it, Tsuji-chan?” Inukai paused the battle record, lifting his gaze from the tab. 
“Am I no longer cute in your eyes?” Tsuji questioned seriously, staring at his senpai. 
A moment of silence. 


Then Inukai closed his eyes and opened them ever so slowly that his action could hardly be 
considered a blink at all. “Urr... Pardon?” was all Inukai said after another quiet moment. 


Tsuji opened his mouth, wanting to repeat his question but nothing came out. All of his fortitude 
was consumed on that sole question, and now only embarrassment remained. If not for the prior 
determination, he would have sprung up and run away from this conversation. 


However, it seemed Inukai didn’t need to hear the question again. Placing the tab on the table, he 
stood up and approached Tsuji. Actually standing was unnecessary because their seats were only a 
step apart; Inukai could’ve just reached out, but he did it anyway. When there was almost zero 
distance between them, the older teammate’s hand started to move. Tsuji backed away in reflex but 
the back of Inukai’s hand had already touched his forehead. 


“Hmm, no fever.” Inukai hummed thoughtfully, retracting the hand that was even warmer than 
Tsuji’s head. “Did something happen while I was doing the commentary for Round 7?” he tilted 
his head slightly to the side, giving Tsuji a worried look. 


With Inukai this close, Tsuji didn’t even have the courage to look away from the pair of teal eyes. 
He could only shake his head marginally as an answer to his senpai’s question. 


“Did you lose a bet with someone then?” Inukai made another guess as he took a step back and 
started scanning Tsuji from top to toe. 


The distance allowed Tsuji to take a deep breath to calm his nerves. “No,” he answered, shaking 
his head again, “Why?” 


“Because you are wearing funny clothes and asked a strange question, I figured it might be a result 
of a lost bet.” Inukai explained it like it was obvious. 


“No, there wasn’t any bet- wait, what's wrong with my clothes?” Halfway through his reply, Tsuji 
realized something weird in his senpai’s statement. He raised an eyebrow at Inukai, who already 
had a hand on his mouth, clearly trying to muffle his laugh. 


Inukai coughed a few times, apparently having a hard time holding back. “Nothing,” Inukai shook 
his head but didn’t meet Tsuji’s eyes. 


“You’ve already said that my clothes looked funny. There’s no point in trying to be polite anymore, 
senpai.” Tsuji deadpanned. 


“Okay, if you say so.” 


And Inukai burst out laughing without any restraints. He held his stomach and fell back to his seat 
as the laughter got more and more out of control. Tears started to form at the corner of his eyes as 
he slammed the table with the other hand. 


“You really laugh.” Tsuji crossed his arms, frowning at the older teammate, “Is my outfit really 
that weird?” 


Probably hearing the pouty tone in Tsuji’s complaint, Inukai quickly tried to contain his laughter. 
He succeeded after a few more seconds. “I wouldn’t say it’s weird.” Inukai said, clearing his throat 
to sound more believable, “It’s just... unique, I guess. And a bit different from Tsuji-chan’s usual 
choice of clothes.” 


Tsuji narrowed his eyes. 


“Okay...” Inukai averted his eyes to the side, “Maybe more than just a bit, but it really isn’t weird. 
Trust me.” 


“Didn’t you just laugh like nothing has been more hilarious to you?” Tsuji shot his senpai a 
pointed look. 


“T laughed because I never expected Tsuji-chan would have this kind of fashion sense.” Inukai 
explained, “Your style is usually milder, you know. Like blue and white, not red and purple like 
this.” He gestured at Tsuji’s shirt and jacket. 


“T knew it.” Tsuji sighed, letting his gaze drop to the table surface. “I really shouldn’t have 
borrowed my older brother’s jacket. This kind of bright color doesn’t suit me at all.” 


“Eh, you borrowed this?” Inukai asked, sounding surprised. 


Tsuji gave a solemn nod, remembering his older brother’s astounded face this morning when he’d 
asked if he could borrow this red jacket for a day. He should’ ve known what that look meant. 
“Yesterday, Inukai-senpai looked very nice in a red jacket so... I want to try it out...” Tsuji’s voice 
fell lower and lower, “But as I thought, red only suits cheerful people like senpai-” 


Before Tsuji could finish his speech, a pair of arms wrapped around him, pressing his head against 
a solid chest. Knowing who it was right away because there was no one else in the room, Tsuji was 
still startled by the sudden hug. However, he didn’t make any movement to escape. 


“So Tsuji-chan wants to mimic my style. So cute!” Inukai exclaimed, squeezing the younger 
teammate. “I’m sorry for laughing. You don’t look funny or weird; you look exceptionally 
adorable in this.” 


“You literally just said I look unique, and I’m certain that you didn’t mean it in a positive way.” 
Tsuji pointed out. 


“T changed my mind.” Inukai declared, tightening his hold “Tsuji-chan looks best in everything.” 


“Your ribs are hurting me, Inukai-senpai.” Tsuji reminded the as his head was pressed harder 
against Inukai’s chest. 


“Sorry for not having any boobs.” 


“That’s not my point. Please release me.” 


It took a while for Tsuji to be freed from the affectionate hug of his senpai, but Inukai was still 
giving him a loving gaze and beamed brightly whenever their eyes met, not forgetting to add a 
compliment: “Tsuji-chan is so cute’ every time. 


If Tsuji was honest, it was Inukai who was being cute right now. The way his face lit up, his teal 
eyes sparkled and his mouth shaped a smile over every insignificant action from Tsuji was 


adorable. Due to his earlier laughing, Inukai’s cheeks were tinted with a slight blush, which 
boosted his charm further. And when his sweet voice rang like a silver bell, forming the word 
‘cute’, Tsuji almost couldn’t resist the urge to lean over and place a kiss on those pair of alluring 
lips. 


However, Tsuji knew better than to do that when Inukai was in this state. 
“That isn’t cute, Tsuji-chan.” 
He could almost hear that in his ears even before trying anything. 


Every time Inukai teased him and he shot back, or silenced his senpai with a kiss, Inukai always 
said that. Although Inukai’s flustered expression was also captivating, Tsuji couldn’t find it in him 
to choose it over the ‘cute’ compliment. Not that he wanted to be referred to as cute, but that word 
held special meaning when it came from Inukai. 


“So, Tsuji-chan.” Inukai called, “About your question.” 


“Yes?” Tsuji responded, moving his gaze back to Inukai because he had to look away earlier to 
avoid doing anything on an impulse. 


“Tsuji-chan is always cute in my eyes, and I never miss a chance to let you know about that, do I?” 
Inukai put his index finger on his chin, looking thoughtful, “What made you think that I no longer 
find you cute?” 


The tension dissipated after the fashion incident so Tsuji could talk more easily: “I don’t think. 
Inukai-senpai said it.” 


“Eh?” Inukai tilted his head to the side with a confused look. 

“You’ve been saying that I’m not cute recently.” 

“No way!” Inukai protested, ““T'suji-chan is my cutest kouhai ever, I’d never say that.” 
“Kouhai?” Tsuji lifted an eyebrow. 

“Cutest teammate too.” Inukai added 

“T see,” Tsuji’s eyebrows dropped lightly. 


The pair of teal eyes widened for a bit then Inukai’s expression turned into a knowing one. “Cutest 
boyfriend too.” He smirked, “Happy now?” 


Averting his eyes in embarrassment when he was seen through, Tsuji gave a weak nod, earning a 
series of amusing laughter from his senpai. 


“See, how could I say you aren’t cute when you’re this adorable, Tsuji-chan?” Inukai said, leaning 
his chin on a palm. 


“You always said that when I resisted your teasing.” Tsuji mumbled. 


“Ah, I remembered.” Inukai acknowledged, nodding his head slightly, “It’s true though. Teasing 
your senpai isn’t something a cute kouhai should do.” He pointed at Tsuji, “You were much more 
obedient before, but recently, you keep firing back at me.” 


“T only learnt from Inukai-senpai.” Tsuji gave the older teammate a sideway look. 


“There, there, there. What did I just tell you?” Inukai poked at Tsuji’s shoulder with his finger. 
“What am I supposed to do then?” Tsuji frowned, “Ignore you like before?” 


“No, that’s worse!” Inukai refused instantly, earning an exasperated look from his kouhai. “Not 
that I don’t like the prior silent Tsuji-chan, but I prefer the current you. No, wait, the quiet Tsuji- 
chan was charming and obedient. Hmm... but the current Tsuji-chan is equally lovely — although 
less obedient, yet more responsive so I can talk to you more...” And then Inukai kept mumbling to 
himself, seemingly undecided if he liked the past or the present Tsuji more. 


Seeing Inukai struggling with his dilemma was funny so Tsuji didn’t interfere. Tsuji himself could 
notice his changes over the time spent as Inukai’s experimental lover. Most of the changes were 
good — like being more sociable and eloquent — so there wasn’t anything he was concerned about. 
Aside from the growing desire whenever he was alone with Inukai, and the older teammate did 
something attractive like earlier. What was scary was that Tsuji knew a single lips touch wouldn’t 
be enough to quench it... 


“Ah, I can’t decide!” Inukai yelled, pulling Tsuji off his train of thoughts, “I love both the past and 
present Tsuji-chan!” 


“Isn’t that a good thing?” Tsuji said nonchalantly, “TI like both the past and present Inukai-senpai 
too.” 


Inukai’s eyes widened in pleasant surprise. Then he asked: “Really?” 
“Really.” Tsuji confirmed. 


Just with one glance, Tsuji knew what was coming so he gripped the table. Inukai threw himself at 
the younger teammate a second later for a bear hug. 


“Sorry for all the time I complained that you aren’t cute. Tsuji-chan is really truly the cutest!” 
Inukai declared dramatically and squeezed the younger teammate again. 


This time, Tsuji had no complaint and only hugged back. 


When Ninomiya returned to the strategy room, Inukai and Tsuji stopped fooling around and 
focused on discussing their strategy against the new formation of Tamakoma 2. The opponents for 
Round 8 were also decided, so they also had a brief review about the other two squads. When the 
meeting ended, it was already past eleven p.m., so Ninomiya told the two subordinates to spend the 
night in the bailout room. 


“Let me accompany you if you want to go home.” was Ninomiya’s condition when Inukai insisted 
that it wasn’t that late yet and he could handle himself just fine. And that was final. No further 
discussion was necessary. 


“Will Ninomiya-san stay here too?” Tsuji questioned when the captain was closing the files on the 
computer. 


“No,” Ninomiya shook his head, “My apartment is close to the HQ so I will go home after 
submitting the reports.” 


“Wow, talk about fairness.” Inukai said sarcastically and immediately looked away when 
Ninomiya glared at him. “I didn’t say anything.” He whistled. 


“You two are high school students. Don’t compare yourselves with me.” Ninomiya lectured. 
“T’m graduating next month-” 
“Then you can go home by yourself next month.” 


Seeing as the captain wouldn’t budge, Inukai quickly gave up and pulled Tsuji to the lockers to get 
their belongings to be ready for the night. 


When they came back from a shower, Ninomiya had already left but there were a can of grape juice 
and a box of milk on the table. 


“Didn’t Ninomiya-san just pay for our dinner in the evening?” Inukai asked as he picked up the 
juice can, eyebrows furrowed, “He’ll start having financial problems if he keeps wasting money 
like this.” 


Tsuji chuckled slightly as he poked the box of milk with the straw. “Maybe Ninomiya-san thought 
that he was too harsh on Inukai-senpai earlier.” 


“Yeah, I know.” Inukai shrugged, opening his can, “Bribe people with food as always, right?” 
Then he took a sip when Tsuji laughed. “I wasn’t angry at him or anything. I just want him to stop 
babysitting us because he has enough burden on his shoulders already.” 


“T think caring for us is one of his ways to relax, not a burden.” Tsuji said thoughtfully, taking a sip 
from his milk box. Then when there was no reply, he looked up and found Inukai gazing at him. 
“Did I say something wrong, senpai?” he questioned. 


“No, I’m just reminded again that Tsuji-chan always watches Ninomiya-san closely.” Inukai 
grinned, “I’m almost jealous.” 


“Doesn’t Inukai-senpai too?” Tsuji lifted an eyebrow. 
“Not as much as Tsuji-chan.” 


“Because Inukai-senpai cares deeply about Ninomiya-san, you keep trying to grow up quickly so 
you can lighten his burden.” Tsuji clarified, “Am I wrong?” 


They stared at each other for a while then both burst out laughing. There was no competition when 
it came to Ninomiya because each of them, including Hiyami, cared about the captain in their own 
way. 


After finishing their drinks, Tsuji and Inukai brushed their teeth, and went to the bailout room to 
sleep. The light there was always dim like a bed lamp so they didn’t make any adjustment. 


As Tsuji climbed on the leftmost mattress, he heard some rustling sound to the right. When he 
turned in that direction, Inukai waved at him with a smile. “That’s Ninomiya-san’s mattress.” he 
reminded the older teammate. 


“T know, I know.” Inukai said nonchalantly, “But knowing my habit, sleeping here or on my 
mattress makes no difference.” 


Memory of the night in Inukai’s house returned to Tsuji, pulling out an ‘ah’. “You’re right.” he 
agreed, suppressing a chuckle. 


“And we can chat more easily if I’m here.” Inukai added. 


“T don’t plan to chat though.” Tsuji refused flatly, “It’s pretty late so I’m sleepy.” 
“Oh come on,” Inukai whined, “It’s not every day we can sleep together like this.” 
“Sleep in the same room.” Tsuji corrected. 


“Isn’t it the same thing?” Inukai chuckled, a teasing smile on his lips, “Or is Tsuji-chan thinking of 
something else?” 


“As I thought, I don’t want to chat before sleeping after all.” Tsuji deadpanned as he lay down on 
the mattress and turned to face the wall. 


Behind his back, Inukai was laughing hilariously. 


The laugh ceased after a while, but based on Inukai’s breathing, he was still awake. “Hey Tsuji- 
chan.” As expected, his call came after a few moments. 


Tsuji pretended to be asleep — or not really pretended because his eyelids were heavy and he could 
drift into the dreamland any time. 


“Do you really enjoy being called ‘cute’ that much?” Inukai continued, probably knowing Tsuji 
was still half-awake, “I know Tsuji-chan said that you didn’t hate it, but not hating and liking are 
quite different.” 


“T don’t enjoy being called ‘cute’.” Tsuji whispered, voice slurring a little due to sleepiness, “But 
it’s different when it’s from Inukai-senpai.” 


“Huh? How so?” Even without looking, Tsuji could imagine Inukai’s eyebrows shot up in 
curiosity. 


“Because... senpai said...” Tsuji’s consciousness slowly slipped away, but he tried to focus, “... 
that I’m cute in your eyes... because you like me...” 


A gasp could be heard but Tsuji was too far gone into his sleep to think of turning around to check 
what happened. 


Somewhere in the more shallow parts of his slumber, Tsuji felt something soft touching his lips 
gently and there was a whisper: 


“As I thought, I’m no match for Tsuji-chan.” 
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“Tnukai-senpai, help me...” 


Was all Tsuji mumbled through the phone call. His voice shook so badly that Inukai almost 
mistook that he was crying if not for the fact that he wasn’t sniffing. 


Leaving his seat, Inukai rushed towards the door of the strategy room with his phone still in hand. 
“Where are you?” he asked. 


Following Tsuji’s trembling instruction, Inukai quickly ran through the corridors. 


Due to the late meeting, Tsuji and Inukai had to spend last night in the Border HQ. Despite the 
complaint, Inukai didn’t actually believe it was a bad idea because they had planned to practice on 
Sunday in preparation for Round 8 — which was also the last round — of this rank war season. 


After a few rounds of sparring and shooting practice, Tsuji had offered to go buying drinks for both 
of them and Inukai had obviously agreed. However, half an hour later, the younger teammate still 
hadn’t come back and Inukai’s phone rang instead. 


Based on Tsuji’s panic, it was clear that he had encountered some girls on the way. However, 
usually, Tsuji was good at running away from the girls; and in the worst case when he was 
surrounded, he would simply bail out to retreat to the strategy room. Obviously, that earned Tsuji 
an earful from Ninomiya because it would take time for his trion body to recover. Anyhow, Tsuji 
always had a method to escape, so Inukai couldn’t fathom why his kouhai decided to call him for 
help. 


It didn’t take long for Inukai to find the answer. 


In the middle of an empty corridor stood two people, one tall and one short. Inukai immediately 
recognized his kouhai, who was standing frozen like a statue, but failed to identify the girl beside 
him. That girl had a small stature like Kuroe or the cannon girl from Tamakoma 2 - Amatori, and 
her uniform suggested that she was a C-rank agent. However, despite Inukai’s wide connection, she 
was still unfamiliar, so probably a newcomer from the recent induction. 


“Tsuji-chan!” Inukai called out cheerfully, waving his hand when the two frozen persons turned to 
him, “Finally found you.” 


While the girl seemed wary, Tsuji’s expression instantly brightened. The way his amethyst eyes 
gazed at Inukai expectantly and his tight-pressed lips curved up ever so slightly in relief was so 

adorable that Inukai had to use every part of his will to resist the urge to throw his kouhai a bear 
hug right there and then. 


Approaching the pair with his friendliest smile, Inukai greeted the girl and asked if there was 
something he could help with. Hesitating at first, the girl soon opened up under Inukai’s influence. 
She wanted to go to the cafeteria but made a wrong turn somewhere and ended up here. The similar 
corridors of the Border HQ didn’t help one bit. 


“T see,” Inukai said understandingly, “Let me show you the way to the cafeteria.” 


“N-No, you don’t have to.” the girl stuttered, shaking her head rapidly, “Please just tell me the 
direction-” 


“T’m also on the way there, let’s go together.” Inukai grinned. 


With that, the three of them started walking with Inukai leading the way. Following closely was 
the C-rank girl and then Tsuji with a great distance behind the two. 


As soon as they reached the cafeteria, the girl bowed down sharply to express her appreciation and 
quickly ran towards her group of friends. Only then, Tsuji shortened the distance with Inukai. 


“Thanks a lot, Inukai-senpai.” Tsuji mumbled embarrassedly as he tilted his upper body slightly 
and bowed his head. 


“Don’t mention it, Tsuji-chan.” Inukai smiled, throwing an arm around his kouhai’s shoulders, 
“T’m more interested in how you got caught up in this situation. Don’t you always have a means to 
escape the girls?” 


Tsuji didn’t answer but walked further away from the cafeteria instead, pulling the older teammate 
along. When they were far enough, he started telling the story. On the way to the vending machine 
area, some sobbing sound had caught Tsuji’s ears so he had gone to investigate and had found the 
lost C-rank girl. 


“T couldn’t say anything, but she was scared so...” 


“So you couldn’t leave her alone?” Inukai finished for his younger teammate, earning a nod. “I 
see,” he said understandingly, “Tsuji-chan is so kind.” 


However, Tsuji wasn’t happy with the compliment. “Such kindness was useless without Inukai- 
senpai.” he mumbled, his gaze falling to the ground as his eyebrows knitted into a line. 


“Eh, don’t say that.” Inukai disagreed, “Your presence alone was reassuring enough for her.” 
“But...” Tsuji mumbled but didn’t continue any further. 


“Seeing someone more panicked than you are is very comforting, trust me.” Inukai said with a 
grin. 


It took Tsuji a second to fully comprehend the true meaning of that sentence and shoot the older 
teammate a pointed look, which Inukai responded by widening his smile. 


“Still, ’'m glad that Tsuji-chan thinks of me in an emergency.” said Inukai as he took his arm off 
Tsuji and walked ahead a few steps. “It’s not every day I get to play a reliable senpai role to Tsuji- 
chan.” He turned halfway around with a contented smile, placing a hand on his hip. 


Tsuji raised his eyebrows. “But Inukai-senpai is always reliable.” he said, tilting his head slightly 
to the side as if asking what Inukai was talking about. 


“Really?” Inukai confirmed, overtaken by a pleasant surprise. 
Tsuji opened his mouth but then clammed up. “Not always, sometimes maybe.” he corrected. 
“Oi, you were clearly about to agree.” Inukai whined, puffing his cheeks. 


“T just realized I have talked too hastily.” Tsuji said flatly, earning a pouty frown from the older 
teammate. 


“That isn’t cute, Tsuji-chan.” Inukai chided. 
The pair of amethyst eyes widened for a moment before Tsuji frowned slightly. 
“That doesn’t mean I stop liking you.” Inukai added, letting out a laughing huff. 


Even without Tsuji saying anything, Inukai knew full well what was going through his head after 
yesterday’s conversation. And based on how his kouhai’s eyes lit up, Inukai knew his answer was 
correct. 


At around eleven a.m., a message popped up in the squad group chat. 
‘Yakiniku at 6 p.m. this afternoon.’ 


Then a few minutes later, a question mark followed as if Ninomiya just remembered that that 
wasn’t supposed to be an order. 


Inukai and Tsuji shared a look as they both muffled a laugh and typed a reply. 
“Tnukai, roger. Sent.” Inukai read his message out loud. 


“Don’t pick on Ninomiya-san’s mistake, Inukai-senpai.” Tsuji reminded the older teammate a 
second too late. The message had already been sent. 


‘Hiyami, roger.’ appeared right after. 
Inukai sent Tsuji an amusing look and the younger teammate could only facepalm. 


“Don’t write a boring response like that, try ‘Tsuji, roger’ too.” Inukai stopped his kouhai when 
the ‘Ill come’ message was being typed. 


“T would rather not-” Before Tsuji could finish his opposition, Inukai snatched his phone. “Inukai- 
senpai!” he scolded but the older teammate had already finished his purpose and returned the 
phone to its rightful owner. 


It wasn’t that Inukai typed very fast, but “Tsuji, roger’ was on the quick message option. In fact, all 
three of them have similar responses recorded to reply to Ninomiya’s orders as fast as possible. 


As Tsuji was sending him a disapproving look, their phones vibrated at the same time, signaling 
another message in the squad group chat. 


‘Return the phone to Tsuji, Inukai.’ was Ninomiya’s answer. 


“Ah, he knows.” Inukai said, pursing his lips. 


Tsuji gave him a look as if saying how Ninomiya couldn’t, then quickly re-typed his previous 
message and sent it. 


Only then, Inukai remembered he still hadn’t treated Ninomiya a meal as an apology for when he 
had failed to report his family trip, so he asked if he could pay for this evening's yakiniku. 


‘No.’ 


“Wow, not even an explanation.” said Inukai, slightly impressed by the immediate reply from the 
captain, “Should I ask why for the sake of a conversation?” 


“If you really don’t know the reason.” answered Tsuji helpfully. 


Inukai hummed, then decided against it. He had had enough fun when Hiyami had joined his joke 
earlier. It wouldn’t be wise to rile Ninomiya up any further or their dinner could turn into a full- 
fledged lecture on how to behave in a work-related group chat. 


“Let’s have a light lunch so we can eat more in the evening.” suggested Inukai. 


“Huh? Why?” Tsuji tilted his head to the side confusedly, “Even with a normal lunch, I can still eat 
more-” 


“Sorry for not being able to consume as much food as you can.” Inukai interrupted, rolling his 
eyes. 


“Yes, Inukai-senpai should eat more.” Tsuji agreed, completely missing the sarcasm, “You’ ve 
been too thin recently.” 


“T’ve been like this since forever.” Inukai protested, crossing his arms. “And we have the same 
build, mind you.” 


“No, I’m certain that your flesh body is thinner than your trion body.” Tsuji insisted. 
“How can you be so sure?” Inukai lifted an eyebrow, placing a hand on his hip. 


“The last time I caught senpai-” Tsuji suddenly halted. A light blush spread across his face. “N- 
nothing.” he stuttered. 


That certainly caught Inukai’s interest. He leaned towards the younger teammate. “What’s that, 
Tsuji-chan?” he asked, an impish smile growing on his lips. 


“Nothing.” Tsuji stood his ground but had already averted his gaze to the side. 
“Really?” 
However, before Inukai could press on, his phone vibrated. 


‘T’ll let you pay after you graduate high school.’ was the direct message from Ninomiya to Inukai 
instead of in the group chat. 


A laugh bubbled up from Inukai’s stomach as he re-read and showed Tsuji the content. 


“Ninomiya-san probably thinks his previous message was too curt.” Tsuji commented, unable to 
hide a soft smile. 


“What do I do with you, Ninomiya-san?” Inukai chuckled as he replied to the message. 


After Hatohara’s disappearance, there had been a period when no one in the Ninomiya squad had 
been willing to gather together, especially for yakiniku, because it had reminded them of that rainy 
day. 


However, eventually, they started hanging out again. 


Inukai didn’t remember who had made the call for their first yakiniku after that period, but when 
they sat around a table and waited for the meat to be cooked, the heavy atmosphere they all feared 
that might happen was nowhere to be felt. Obviously, Hatohara’s absence couldn’t be overlooked, 
but there was more to their gathering than regretting the past. Therefore, before any of them knew 
it, going out for yakiniku had returned as their habit again. 


Today was the same. Just with one message from Ninomiya and all four members of the B-rank 
no.1 squad assembled at Jujuen restaurant at six p.m. sharp. 


What they didn’t expect was to meet the people from the Tamakoma branch. 


The meal was efficient because Inukai got the opportunity to confirm his suspicions about Hyuse’s 
trigger set. If Ninomiya had allowed him more time, he would have been able to dig out more 
information, but he guessed his captain wanted to play fair. 


Since Jujuen was close to the evacuation zone, the four of them can take advantage of the direct 
routes to return to their neighborhood fairly quick — which was also the reason why they all came 
here often despite the distance and not owning any personal vehicle. They walked together for a 
short while before Hiyami took a different turn and Ninomiya accompanied her. 


“Tt’s late so go straight home, don’t stop by anywhere else.” Ninomiya commanded. 


“Roger!” Inukai and Tsuji said in unison before realization dawned on Tsuji and he smacked a 
hand to his mouth, mumbling an apology for answering out of habit. Meanwhile Inukai only 
smiled broadly in front of the captain’s frown. 


“Have a good sleep, Hiyami-chan.” Inukai added, waving his hand at the operator, who responded 
with a polite bow. Then he turned to the captain, grinning, “Thank you for the meal. Let’s go out 
for yakiniku again after my graduation ceremony.” 


Ninomiya nodded without saying anything. His stoic face betrayed nothing but his beige eyes 
turned gentle for a moment like a proud father hearing of his child progressing to the next stage of 
his life. 


They exchanged a few more goodnights and finally parted ways. 


Inukai and Tsuji were engrossed in a discussion about the strategy for next rank war with the 
newly obtained information so the fifteen minutes of walk felt like no time at all. Only when Tsuji 
stopped walking abruptly, Inukai noticed that they’d reached the usual crossroad. 


“See-” 
“Let me escort Tsuji-chan home for today.” said Inukai, interrupting Tsuji’s goodbye. 


Surprised, but Tsuji quickly regained his composure and shook his head, “No, let me walk Inukai- 


senpai home today.” 


“Ah sure,” Inukai nodded, noting Tsuji’s brightened expression before adding, “but say that you’ re 
my boyfriend ten times without breaking eye-contact first.” 


The way Tsuji’s face churned up right away like he had just eaten a piece of especially sour lemon 
was too entertaining for Inukai to resist teasing his adorable kouhai. 


“That’s unfair...” Tsuji mumbled discontentedly, eyebrows furrowed. 


“That’s my condition for you to walk me home right?” Inukai said nonchalantly with his usual 
smile. 


“But you haven’t cleared any of my conditions.” 


“Oh? You have your conditions too?” Inukai raised his eyebrows, “Say it. Pll clear them all right 
here.” 


Tsuji crossed his arms, closed his eyes, his frown deepening as he was deliberating. After almost a 
minute, he opened his mouth but nothing came out. Inukai tilted his head to the side slightly but 
didn’t rush his younger teammate. Ninomiya only told them not to stop by anywhere else but didn’t 
say anything about not stopping on the street. Therefore, he had all the time in the world to wait for 
Tsuji. 


“Say that you’re my boyfriend ten times without-” 


“breaking eye-contact?” Inukai finished for his kouhai, who had a hand over his mouth to partly 
cover his embarrassed expression. “Okay, but can I use variations?” he asked, receiving a clueless 
look from Tsuji. “For example,” he said, reaching out to take Tsuji’s hand into his own, “Tsuji- 
chan is my darling.” 


A gasp forced its way out of Tsuji’s mouth as he jumped backwards. His hand slipped off Inukai’s 
loose grip and a violent blush spread across his face, clear enough to be observed even in the weak 
streetlight. 


“Ts that too much for you, my little over?” Inukai giggled sweetly, “Or should I just call Tsuji- 
chan my boyfriend to make it easier for your heart?” 


The hand on Tsuji’s face shook visibly as his face became so red that even a tomato shied in 
comparison. 


“Tt was three times, right?” Inukai put a finger on his chin, “Seven more to go-” 
“Please stop!” Tsuji yelled, startling the older teammate, “Th-That’s enough.” 


“Eh, but I need to say it ten times to walk Tsuji-chan home, needn’t I?” Inukai tilted his head to the 
side, feigning innocence, “I really want to see my sweetheart home safe and sound, you know-” 


“Please stop, Inukai-senpai!” Tsuji yelled again, squeezing his eyes shut. Even his ears were dyed 
in crimson color now. 


“Okay, okay.” Inukai laughed, waving his hand dismissively, “I’m just messing with Tsuji-chan 
because you’re so cute. I’m sorry.” 


Tsuji didn’t say anything, his chest heaving as he was panting. After a few minutes, he calmed 


down and gave Inukai one of his worst frowns, which Inukai simply beamed back brightly. 
“So is there any other condition?” prompted Inukai. 


Shaking his head in defeat, Tsuji turned in the direction of his house and started walking. Inukai 
easily matched his steps. 


They walked in silence for a while because Tsuji was still sulking. 


From the side view, Tsuji’s manly face became even more apparent so Inukai couldn’t help staring 
at it. If choosing between cute and cool, Inukai would probably deem his kouhai to be more on the 
cute side. From his passion for dinosaurs to his favorite food, and then the way his expression 
relaxed and an innocent smile formed on his lips whenever he was around Inukai, all of those were 
screaming cute infinitely. 


However, when Tsuji was silent like this and his expression hardened, he was definitely cool, even 
from the perspective of a senpai. This expressionless face reminded Inukai of when Tsuji was 
engaged in a battle. His amethyst eyes fully focused on the target and his lips pressed together into 
a line as he assessed the situation to provide excellent support. Inukai had been saved countless 
times by Tsuji in such an appearance so that image had been carved into his mind that every time 
he thought of Tsuji, a cool and reliable teammate would emerge in his head vividly. 


Putting anyone in Inukai’s shoes, they would probably fall for Tsuji’s coolness long ago. That was 
why Inukai had to call his kouhai ‘cute’ over and over again so that Tsuji’s cool side would remain 
known to him only. Call it selfishness or whatever. He should be allowed to own a secret or two 
about his boyfriend, shouldn’t he? 


“Hey, Tsuji-chan.” Inukai called. Tsuji glanced at him. This meant his sulking time was over, so 
Inukai continued, “You were talking highly of Mikumo-kun earlier. Is he really that amazing?” 


Tsuji seemed clueless for a few moments then it dawned on him. “Ah, yes,” he nodded, “Mikumo- 
kun is young, yet he can hang out with girls like nothing.” 


“T’ve been hanging out with girls since I was... three or something. Does that make me amazing 
too?” Inukai held his chin, giving his kouhai a questioning look, “I’ve never heard Tsuji-chan 
complimenting me for being able to do so though.” 


“Because Inukai-senpai is different.” Tsuji answered instantly. 
“How so?” Inukai wondered, “Is it because I have two sisters?” 


“No, because I only feel uncomfortable when Inukai-senpai hangs out with the girls, there is 
nothing amazing about it.” Tsuji said honestly, eyebrows furrowed deeply as if remembering 
something annoying. 


Huh? Inukai blinked. It sounded like... “It sounds like you’re jealous, Tsuji-chan.” 


Tsuji snapped his head towards the older teammate, eyebrows raised in bewilderment, “No, I am 
not.” 


“Tt’s exactly what you just said sounds like.” Inukai pointed out. 
“T just said I don’t like it when Inukai-senpai hangs out with girls.” Tsuji argued. 


“That’s what jealousy is.” Inukai said exasperatedly. 


“No way.” Tsuji stubbornly shook his head. 
“Why are you so sure that it isn’t?” Inukai threw out his hands. 
“Jealousy feels very different.” Tsuji explained. 


Now that was surprising. “You know what jealousy feels like?” Inukai asked incredulously, “T 
thought this is your first relationship?” 


Tsuji gave the older teammate an almost offended look. “This is my first relationship, but of course 
I know what jealousy is.” he said huffily. “When my classmate in middle school got a dinosaur in 
my class year-end lottery, I was very jealous of him. That feeling was really ugly: my chest 
tightened every time I saw his happy face and I kept wishing that it was me who had won that 
price.” He sighed, “Now that I think about it, it was childish. However, basically, that’s how 
jealousy is, but in the case of Inukai-senpai, I don’t feel anything remotely similar to that at all.” 


At a loss for words, Inukai had no choice but to gesture for Tsuji to continue. This was too 
interesting to interrupt. 


“Whenever I see Inukai-senpai with the girls, I do feel something squeezing my heart but it’s...” 
Tsuji frowned, placing a hand on his chest as if checking his own feelings, “I don’t know how to 
describe it but it’s... different; and I never want to be in your place. Surrounded by girls is 
horrifying...” he trailed off at the end. Then seeing as Inukai didn’t have any input, he gave his 
conclusion, “That’s why I’m certain that I am not jealous of Inukai-senpai at all.” 


Silence fell on the empty street. Inukai could hear the wind gently caressing his cheeks and 
ruffling his hair. And the other sound reaching his ears beside his own steady heartbeats was 
Tsuji’s slightly quicker ones. The speech wasn't long enough for him to lose his breath, so that 
meant Tsuji was somewhat nervous with that revelation. Or maybe Inukai’s unusual silence made 
him anxious. 


That was why Inukai should speak up, but unfortunately, he didn’t know what to say. No. To be 
more exact, he had too many things in his mind currently that he didn’t know what to say first. 
Taking a deep breath, Inukai cleared his throat to suppress the laughter threatening to surge. “I got 
your point, Tsuji-chan.” he said calmly, enjoying the way Tsuji’s face relaxed just at the sound of 
his voice, “But I think you misunderstood my idea.” 


Tsuji blinked. “Huh?” He tilted his head to the side, “What do you mean?” 


“Let’s continue walking; I'll explain on the way.” Inukai suggested and resumed the walk he didn’t 
know when they had stopped. “You see, Tsuji-chan, when I said that you’re jealous, I didn’t mean 
you’re jealous of me.” he said amusedly, earning a clueless look from his younger teammate, “I 
meant you’re jealous of the girls.” 


“Hah?” Tsuji blurted out in bafflement, his eyes widened. “I’m jealous of the girls?” he confirmed 
incredulously, “But why would I?” 


“Well, to be fair, I was just teasing you because you said that you feel uncomfortable when I’m 
with the girls.” Inukai shrugged, “I can’t imagine Tsuji-chan getting jealous-” 


“Tnukai-senpai,” Tsuji interrupted, “Please explain to me properly why I would be jealous of the 
girls around you.” 


Ahh. It was Tsuji’s habit to straighten things he didn’t understand again. Inukai let out a sigh in his 
stomach. Explaining a joke was as awkward as when you joked and no one laughed. But he had 


brought it on himself, hadn’t he? “Let’s see...” he stalled for time, finding a way to say this 
without sounding too self-conceited, “To put it simply, because we’re in a relationship, you 
wouldn’t like your partner to spend too much time with other people, right?” 


Tsuji hummed, holding his chin in contemplation. “I suppose so,” he agreed, “but the time you’ re 
with me is obviously much longer than with the girls so I don’t see any problem with it.” 


“That’s why I said I was just teasing you.” Inukai sighed. 


“But I still feel uncomfortable when senpai is with the girls. Why is it?” Tsuji questioned, staring 
at Inukai expectantly. 


“How should I know...” Inukai trailed off midway. There was no way he could say that under this 
anticipating gaze, wasn’t there? “Well... maybe you’re afraid that one of the girls might steal me 
away from you.” Throwing out the most obnoxious reason, Inukai waited for his kouhai’s protest. 


Except that it never came. 
Instead, Tsuji’s expression hardened before he let out a quiet ‘I see’ under his breath. 
Inukai hastily spoke up: “Wait, I’m just saying things-” 


“No, I think Inukai-senpai is correct.” Tsuji interrupted, his gaze falling to the ground, “The 
thought that Inukai-senpai might get taken away is... really uncomfortable.” 


Inukai wanted to say something, but his communication skills failed him. His eyes also left the 
younger teammate and focused on his shoes instead. “So Tsuji-chan does feel jealous.” he 
mumbled to ruminate on the true meaning of those words. It was still hard to believe that Tsuji — 
who was only in this relationship because he had gone along with Inukai’s nonsensical idea — 
harbored such a strong feeling. 


“T’m not jealous.” Tsuji corrected, “Jealousy doesn’t feel like this.” 
“You’re still hung up on that?” A laugh slipped out before Inukai could suppress it. 
“What’s so funny about that?” Tsuji gave the older teammate a narrow look. 


“Tsuji-chan is so pure, I can’t help it.” Inukai said, earning a sharper look from his kouhai, “About 
that dinosaur incident, what you felt wasn’t jealousy. It was envy.” 


Tsuji lifted his eyebrows confusedly before taking out his phone and looking up the meaning of the 
word. After a few seconds of reading, he seemed like he had gone through enlightenment. Only 
when Inukai called him the third time, he was pulled back to reality. 


“So what I felt about Inukai-senpai is really jealousy.” said Tsuji, clearly thrilled by this newly 
learnt knowledge. 


“Ts it really something you should be excited about?” Inukai asked reluctantly. 


“Yes.” Tsuji gave a firm nod, “I couldn’t identify this feeling before so it was somewhat scary, but 
now I’ve known the cause, I can deal with it.” 


“Deal with it?” Inukai tilted his head to the side curiously, “Are you going to ask me to stop 
interacting with girls?” 


“No, why would I do that when Inukai-senpai has already promised to always stay by my side?” 


Tsuji asked like it was obvious. 
“Eh, when did I-” Then it dawned on Inukai. “Ah, I did say that.” 


Tsuji didn’t say anything else yet the smile blooming on his lips had captivated Inukai’s entire 
being. 


The remainder of the walk was submerged in comfortable silence. While Tsuji was still excited 
about what he had learnt earlier, Inukai found himself thinking of his kouhai’s bright smile more 
often than not. It wasn’t like he hadn’t seen that smile before. If his memory still served him 
correctly, the first time that smile happened was on the day the Ninomiya squad was promoted to 
A-rank. Upon witnessing it, Inukai was obviously astounded but all in his mind was that Tsuji was 
adorable. 


However, this time wasn’t like that. Yes, Tsuji was still cute in his eyes, but... his heart literally 
skipped a beat in front of that smile. 


“We’ve arrived, Inukai-senpai.” Tsuji’s voice pulled Inukai off his train of thoughts. 


“Already?” Inukai asked regretfully, hating himself for spacing out and wasting the time with his 
kouhai. “Well, good night, Tsuji-chan. See you tomorrow.” he said, waving his hand and sending 
Tsuji a smile, as he spun around and started walking in the direction he had just come from. 


A hand grabbed Inukai’s wrist, stopping him. “Wait a minute, Inukai-senpai.” called Tsuji. 


As Inukai turned back halfway, another hand caught his cheek and his lips was stolen in a quick 
kiss. He could only have time to widen his eyes in surprise before Tsuji retreated. 


“Ah...” Inukai finally managed a word, then his quick-wit instantly followed, “That was smooth, 
darling.” He smiled sweetly. 


Tsuji’s shoulders went up to his ears upon hearing the emphasized word. However, he quickly 
regained his composure. “I’m sorry, I just-” 


“Don’t be.” Inukai shook his head, “I did tell you to kiss me whenever you want to, so don’t be 
sorry.” 


“Th-Then-” Tsuji halted, looking conflicted. 

“Go on, Tsuji-chan.” Inukai encouraged him. 

“May I...” the younger teammate trailed off, making the remainder of the question inaudible. 
However, Inukai understood. “Sure,” he smiled, “but may I know the reason for these kisses?” 


Tsuji took a step forward, closing their distance. The hand that was holding Inukai’s wrist moved 
to circle around his back, pulling him even closer. As their faces were only a few millimeters apart, 
Tsuji whispered: “I want to reclaim what I’ve lost to a hotdog.” 


The reason didn’t make any sense yet Inukai was too focused on the soft yet heated touch on his 
lips to ponder on it any further. 
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Thank you for reading <3. 


I got a new job so I've been quite busy recently. That's why this drabble took a long 
time to come out despite its shortness. The next one will probably take the same 
amount of time or maybe longer, but I'll be with this collection until the end because 
I'm still very much in love with Inukai and Tsuji. Hope you will be patient with me. 
Thank you very much for still following this drabble collection. 


Please drop by the archive and comment to let the author know if you enjoyed their work! 


